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Scripture:  Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
Romans 5:1-6
 
What made the obituary so memorable was the typo.

The life story of the deceased was impressive in its own way.  He was born and educated here in Charlotte, served his country overseas in World War II, returned home, got married and got a job.  He rose through the ranks of his company, served his church and various civic boards and was a leader in the community.  

Eventually, he reached the office of the president of his company.  Later, he retired to spend time with his hobbies and his grandchildren.  He died at what scripture might call a “good old age” and one could easily imagine God greeting him at the gates of heaven with those words from the Gospel of Matthew – “Well done, good and faithful servant.”

The typo appeared in a line about his civic endeavors.  The obituary said he had been “incremental” in the success of several organizations.  What the author of the obit meant, I assume, was that the deceased had been “instrumental” in the success of those organizations.

But it does make you think, doesn’t it?

How many of us live our lives attempting – or at least aspiring – to be instrumental in the world in some way, to make a difference, to matter, to leave footprints in the sand behind us?  Maybe it is with our city, or a school or church or non-profit organization.  Maybe it is in how we touch others’ lives, in groups or one by one.  

There is something understandably human about that aspiration, I think.  And I happen to believe that we do end up being instrumental in this world. By loving one another, first and foremost, and by whatever grows out of that love in the form or our lives and actions.

But we do, as the obituary said, live incrementally. Increment by increment, bit by bit, step by step, day by day.

*	  *	*

The same is true for the church.  Here at Caldwell, these past two years have been full of the drama of resurrection. One amazing surprise after another, one unexpected –and surely unmerited -- gift of grace after another.  The Holy Spirit has been hard at work here.

Not to discourage the Spirit, as if I could, but at some point we will settle into a rhythm, I imagine.  The next few years of the life of this church are sure to be exciting and eventful.  But we should probably keep in mind that the work of the church is a marathon and not a sprint.

Our church calendar reminds us of that.  If you happen to notice on the cover of the bulletin each Sunday, we note what Sunday it is in the church’s liturgical year, a calendar that all Christian churches observe in one form or another.  

The church year has its own rhythms and patterns that transcend the very best efforts of the greeting card industry.  The Christian life, as opposed the commercial or retail life, is oriented to God – what God has done and what God is doing in all of our lives. 

Now, I realize it is Father’s Day, and I don’t mean to put a damper on it.  What a joy it is to see Kevin Martin and Jeff Sinn read scripture today, on this, their first father’s day.  It’s hard to believe Ellen and Tyler have been with us only that long.  

We all pause today to remember those who have been fathers to us and to speak to them, face to face, through the telephone line or through a prayer of appreciation.   Those of us who are dads give thanks for our children, and for our wives, who end up doing so much of the work of raising the kids.

I am willing to wager, however, that most dads don’t want much fuss today. All they might want is time to slip off and take a nap, watch a ball game, play a round of golf or simply hang out with their family and friends.

Dad’s like the ordinary.  So, while it wasn’t planned this way, the fact that Father’s Day comes during what the church calendar considers ordinary time seems altogether appropriate.

*	*	*

By calling these weeks ordinary time, the church isn’t just demonstrating a failure of imagination, as if it can’t think of a better word.  Thirty three Sundays of worship a year are meant to be just that – ordinary, routine, predictable, reliable.  The routine of these Sunday’s is intended to form our faith, just as the general order of worship every Sunday is predictable, by design, so as to be nurturing, dependable, comfortable.  

When we come to worship, it is God on whom we focus, not ourselves, and we can do that best  by following a generally familiar pattern in how we worship, spiced as it is every week with the particular gifts of our music, prayers and the almost always certain but unpredictable minor twist in our worship here at Caldwell.

Then, when those extra-ordinary seasons of the church come around, Advent and Christmas, Lent and Easter, we are ready to take our praise up a notch or two, in recognition of our Lord’s birth, death and resurrection, for the forgiveness of our sins.

But, in the meantime, we go about our lives, living most of the time in ordinary time – glorious, abundant, blessed, God-given ordinary time.

As our days slip headlong into summer, we have more of a chance to take notice of that blessed ordinariness of our lives.  The pace of life slows, even if only a bit. Night falls later.  The crickets grow louder.  It won’t be long before the dog days are here.

It is a good time to attempt to re-claim the ordinary and all that is precious within it.

                                                                *     *        *

Holy scripture is a story of time – and how God loves God’s people through the millennia. As much as we might not want to hear it, one of the first things scripture makes clear is that God controls time and events in our lives.  

Take today’s passage from Ecclesiastes.  It is often misinterpreted as some kind roadmap to or checklist of what events time may bring.  That is true, to a degree.  But this piece of what scholars call wisdom literature conveys a larger message – that we cannot predict the timing of these occasions, that, in the words of one commentator: “God is responsible for both time and eternity and the human being is caught in the tension between the two.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:   C. Leong Seow, Ecclesiastes. Harper Collins Bible Commentary, p. 469] 


As the author of time, God is not bound by it.  So as wrong as we know things like war, and hate and killing are – all things Solomon names in Ecclesiastes – we can take assurance that God is sovereign over it all, in ways that we don’t understand. 

Later in the New Testament, Paul picks up the story of God with us in his letter to the Romans, which is today’s reading from the common lectionary.   As Jeff read from the fifth chapter:

Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand.

For Paul, grace is that Jesus Christ has done all the work of our salvation.  With faith in that, we can have the peace that Paul mentions, the passes all understanding.

This is not to say that we can or should live entirely without worry or concern – about war, about killing, about poverty, about hunger, about our world’s resources, about tyrannical leaders that cause their people to suffer, about inequities in our society that are a result of broken humanity.

We can and we should respond to these forces that undercut God’s hope for humanity.  But we should trust the outcome to God, knowing, as Paul goes on to write, that God abides with us, from our times of suffering to our times of hope.

*	*	*

On this Father’s Day, as it is with every Father’s Day, I think of my friend, Bill Love.

Bill and I grew up together, going to church and school side by side from the time we were in diapers to when we went off to our respective colleges.  

It was five years ago this summer, when my family and I were on vacation at the beach.  It was day three or four of our week together.  The pressures of our usual pace had finally been washed away by the waves and we were beginning to claim some of the ordinariness of time that our lives too often shoves aside – the laughter of our children, the simple enjoyment of a board game,  the indulgence of reflective conversation, the satisfaction of rest and play.

One night, just before dinner, the phone rang.  It was another lifelong friend from Atlanta with tragic news.  My friend Bill, his wife, daughter and nine others across three generations of two families had been killed in a plane crash in Kenya. Bill and his wife, Beth, had left behind three younger daughters, who had not been traveling with them.

As I hung up the phone, my reaction must have been transparent because one of the kids asked me if there was something wrong.  I explained the news and Kelly immediately explained to the children that it was one more reminder that we should laugh and cry and sing and dance as much as we can.

For the members of Trinity Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, the news of the plane crash had the effect of stopping time.  My friend Bill, you see, had married a daughter of another family of the church.  That family made up the other passengers on the plane.  So two leading families of the church and of the city of Atlanta had been devastated.

When it was time for the memorial service, more than two thousand people packed the sanctuary and the overflow rooms, including two former mayors of the city and a U.S. senator.

Bill and Beth’s orphaned little girls filed in and sat on the front pew with their grandmother.  Before long, the youngest, 20-month old Hannah, became upset and fidgety and began to cry. Her caregiver took her out of the sanctuary to see if she could settle down and return.  

The choir sang “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and the worship leaders guided us to the refuge that only scripture can provide in times of inexplicable loss.  Among the eulogies, my friend’s brother recalled what a wonderful mother Beth was to the girls and how the intense focus of her bright blue eyes made you feel like you were the only one in the room when she was talking to you.

He also talked about Bill, his love of sports and of people.  “He was always the first to introduce himself and the last to leave a party,” Bill’s brother said. “He never wanted to miss anything.”

In the closing hymn, we all stood, facing the front of the church, trying to collect ourselves emotionally.  That’s when it happened.  There, at the front of the sanctuary, in the portal window of the door through which she had left the church earlier, was the face of little Hannah, one of the newly orphaned, the one who had been upset earlier.  Her caregiver was now holding her up so she could spot her grandmother on the front pew.

Hannah’s bright blue eyes, the legacy of her mother, flashed as she spotted familiar faces.  She clapped her hands in the way that toddlers do and waved through the little window, as if she was waving to us all.  Then, just as her father would, she beckoned us all with a big sweep of her little arm, to exit the sanctuary and come to the reception that awaited … where there was punch and cookies … to come to the party … to restart the clock on our lives that had stopped a few days before … to take the next step … to re-enter ordinary time.

 *    *   *

 Friends, whatever you are experiencing on that spectrum from suffering to hope that Paul describes in Romans, know that God walks with you.  Be content to live your lives incrementally … step by step … because by loving others, you will be instrumental, you will be an instrument of God’s love.

So, walk with God in faith.  Heed Christ’s words: “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. “ 

Laugh and cry and sing and dance.  That is my homework assignment for you – and for myself.

Indulge in the ordinary and know that God abides with you there.

In the name of our triune God, Amen.
