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We have had fun up on the mountain – in Blowing Rock – where many of us have been on retreat since Friday late afternoon. Most are still up there – heading back early this afternoon. Yolanda and Shannon did a great job leading the retreat. Brenda Lewis, Dorri Sherrill, Ron Martin-Adkins, Stan and Collette Corwin, Kelley Wolfe – all led workshops that were excellent. I have come back home with my spirit renewed and feeling a stronger connection with this community. 

I hope that you will be able to join us next year. 

I also have just returned from a part of a week of vacation with my family. We spent a few days at the beach and enjoyed our time there very much. It was hot – but it was hot here too. We had a nice breeze most of the time, and beautiful sunsets and one day a rainbow. It was good to have some time off to be refreshed, and I thank you for that.

Will you pray with me?

God, we come to you now – as we do time and time again – needing to be filled, needing to be strengthened, needing to be encouraged and empowered – so that we may live our lives well. Stir us with your presence now. And may the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of us in this place be acceptable in your sight, O God our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Perhaps there is no place like the beach to remind us that the world is always changing. As I watched the tide move in and out – as I watched the sand move back and forth with the waves – I was very aware of this. God has made this world to be in constant motion. Even the wood in this pulpit is moving – ever so slowly, but still moving. 

The theme of the retreat this weekend was: Living Well, Dying Faithfully: Enjoying Life’s Journey. And what we were talking about really is that life continues to ebb and flow, continues to move. Have you ever left a place – or a community of people maybe – and then gone back to visit a year or two later? It’s not the same anymore, is it? Oh, the people are mostly the same. They might have lost a little hair, gained a little weight – the children may have grown. A few people may have come, others may have died. But there is a sense that this is not exactly the same place it was when I was here 2 years ago. We don’t see it so much on a day to day basis. But then we look at the pictures from the last family gathering and we can tell that we have all changed.

On Tuesday, the city schools start a new year. Noel has the tradition of taking a picture of the kids as they leave for school in the morning on that first day. And if you go back and compare the pictures of this year with those of 5 years ago – well, what will you see? It won’t be the same will it? Because we are constantly evolving, changing, growing, learning, risking new things. 

On the retreat, Brenda Lewis got us started Saturday morning with a look at birth and dying as we learn about it in the Bible. And in her characteristic humorous way, she started by reading from the genealogies – not the most thrilling part of the Bible – but she says its important to read – so she read part of it for us. Abraham and Sarah had a son, and he had children, and so forth and so on, and then Abraham died. And Jacob had children, and so forth and son on, and he died. She pointed out that there seems to be a pattern. People have children and then they die. So she thought maybe if she doesn’t have children, well … but then she remembered an aunt who didn’t have children, and she eventually died as well.

Dorri Sherrill made it even clearer. She started her workshop by saying that she just read this past week the most current survey of why people die – and asked if we knew the number one cause of people dying. Before we could answer – she said – Ah, let me just tell you – Birth. People who are born all die. You can’t die if you are never born. And if you are born, you will someday die. It’s the way God has made us.

For everything there is a season – a time for every matter under heaven. A time to be born, and a time to die. A time to plant, a time to harvest. The seasons change – and we live in the midst of the changes. We soon will begin to feel the cool air of autumn begin to move us away from summer. The leaves will turn glorious colors of red and yellow and orange. Then they will fall from the trees. And the winter cold will come. The snow. The cold rains. The winter wind. And then again will come the spring. There is a time for birth and a time for death. There is a time to lament and a time to cheer. There is a time to listen and a time to speak. A time to cry and a time to laugh.

I am aware that for so many in this congregation, the past year and still now – you have been living with the time of your parents dying, or getting more feeble. It has been a time of transition for you. A time of grief. And a time of remembering. For everything there is a season.

I feel the changes in my body. When I was younger, I had so much energy. I seldom wore down. I seldom was sick. But now as I get a little older – my body doesn’t bounce back as quickly anymore. I have to pay more attention to what I eat, to getting plenty of exercise, and so forth. And that is a change too – I used to love to exercise. When I lived in North Asheville – out beyond Beaver Lake – I would sometimes walk into the city – spend hours doing this and that, and then walk back. And then I would mow the yard. In other words, I could go and go and go. But now, I don’t want to exercise so much. It means getting hot and sweaty – breathing hard. The seasons change. What was fun and joyful is not so much anymore. And what used to be drudgery, is now a delight. Sitting and watching the birds. Listening to their songs in the morning and evening hours. Learning history. Taking a nap in the afternoon. For everything there is a season.

The changes are neither good nor bad. They just are. And that is the point of this text. There are times in life – times we can’t make happen or stop them from happening. They come and they go – as the wind comes and goes, as the currents of the ocean move from here to there. This book, Ecclesiastes, almost was not chosen to be in the Bible. It speaks very little of God. But it does speak of the human condition – and does so rather powerfully. And it says that we humans often try to make our lives be something they are not. We try to be human by our own devices and desires – and this is why reading Ecclesiastes is so important. Eugene Peterson, the author of The Message, says “Ecclesiastes sweeps our souls clean of all “lifestyle” spiritualities so that we can be ready for God’s visitation revealed in Jesus. (This book) functions not as a meal but as a bath. It is not nourishment; it is cleansing. It is repentance. It is purging. We read Ecclesiastes to get scrubbled clean from illusion and sentiment…. It is an expose and rejection of every arrogant and ignorant expectation that we can live our lives by ourselves on our own terms.
You see, the gift we have been given is a good gift. We don’t need to go and make it be something different. We simply need to live the life we have been given. There will be good times. There will be hard times. There will be times of plenty and times of want. There will be times to plant and times to harvest. And sometimes we will be ready for the new season, and sometimes it will surprise us. But these rhythms are of God.

Dawna Markova has written:
I will not die an unlived life.
I will not live in fear
Of falling or catching fire.
I choose to inhabit my days,
To allow my living to open me,
To make me less afraid,
More accessible,
To loosen my heart
Until it becomes a wing, a torch, a promise.
I choose to risk my significance,
To live so that which came to me as seed
Goes to the next as blossom,
And that which came to me as blossom, goes on as fruit.

And Alla Renee Bozarth has written:
Make of your life an offering!
Make of your life a prayer! … be awake to the Life
That is loving you and sing your prayer, laugh your prayer,
Dance your prayer, run and weep and sweat your prayer,
Sleep your prayer, eat your prayer,
Paint, sculpt, hammer and read your prayer,
Sweep, dig, rake, drive and hoe your prayer,
Garden and farm and build and clean your prayer,
Wash, iron, vacuum, sew, embroider and pickle your prayer,
Compute, touch, bend and fold but never delete or mutilate your prayer.

Learn and play your prayer,
Work and rest your prayer,
Fast and feast your prayer,
Argue, talk, whisper, listen and shout your prayer,
Grow and moan and spit and sneeze your prayer,
Swim and hunt and cook your prayer,
Digest and become your prayer,
Release and recover your prayer,
Breathe your prayer,
Be your prayer.

For everything there is a season and a time. We have been born – and we will die. And in between, we have this wonderful gift to live fully and joyfully – even if we don’t have everything we think we might want to have. Look at what we do have! Look at who we are! 

I enjoy reading the commentaries in the paper by Tom Swift – a former Hospice Chaplain who has ALS – a terrible disease that in time shuts down the body but leaves the mind to its full capacities. So he is locked into a body that does not function, and he must depend on someone else providing him with all his basic needs. He has written in the paper previously that his care is not always the best – that the nurses and care givers do not seem to understand how he wants to be treated. He has always been grateful – but there has been a bitter tone at times. But this last piece he wrote – it came out sometime last week I think – was different. He apologized for his bitterness. He had a change in heart. He accepted his life for what it was and gratefully received the gifts that his caregivers offered. He noted how one woman took a towel and stroked his face – saying to him that this was how she washed her little girls face at night. And he felt the touch of her care. He felt the joy of being human. He felt the fullness of the gift he has been given.

We don’t know what will come our way in life. But I pray that I will be able to receive each challenge, each change in season, with grace and with gratitude. And the only way I know to do that is to be practicing that every day. Every day. Whatever the day brings, to be grateful. To share it. To live it well the best I can. And to be able to go to sleep at night knowing I have received the gift of this day and lived it well. And that will require saying I am sorry, forgive me, for the times my spirit was less than kind or generous. It will require learning how to love again and again and again. It will require learning how to accept my own life – and not long for someone else’s life. 
For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven. That is how God has made it to be. And God has placed us in the midst of this world and said – you are blessed, you are loved. Take your life and receive this gift that I give you. For it is a gift of love. 

We are on this journey together. Sharing the seasons. Striving to live well. To love  deeply. I think it is a good journey. Thanks be to God.
