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11 So we try to persuade people, since we know what it means to

fear the Lord. We are well known by God, and I hope that in your

heart we are well known by you as well. 12 We aren’t trying to

commend ourselves to you again. Instead, we are giving you an

opportunity to be proud of us so that you could answer those who

take pride in superficial appearance, and not in what is in the heart.

13 If we are crazy, it’s for God’s sake. If we are rational, it’s for your

sake.14 The love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded

this: one died for the sake of all; therefore, all died. 15 He died for

the sake of all so that those who are alive should live not for

themselves but for the one who died for them and was raised.



16 So then, from this point on we won’t recognize people by human

standards. Even though we used to know Christ by human

standards, that isn’t how we know him now. 17 So then, if anyone is

in Christ, that person is part of the new creation. The old things

have gone away, and look, new things have arrived!

18 All of these new things are from God, who reconciled us to

himself through Christ and who gave us the ministry of

reconciliation. 19 In other words, God was reconciling the world to

himself through Christ, by not counting people’s sins against them.

He has trusted us with this message of reconciliation.

20 So we are ambassadors who represent Christ. God is

negotiating with you through us. We beg you as Christ’s

representatives, “Be reconciled to God!”21 God caused the one

who didn’t know sin to be sin for our sake so that through him we

could become the righteousness of God.



The Word of the LORD. Thanks be to God!

C67 9.17

God has created man in a personal relation with himself that man

may respond to the love of the Creator. He has created male and

female and given them a life which proceeds from birth to death in

a succession of generations and in a wide complex of social

relations. He has endowed man with capacities to make the world

serve his needs and to enjoy its good things. Life is a gift to be

received with gratitude and a task to be pursued with courage. Man

is free to seek his life within the purpose of God: to develop and

protect the resources of nature for the common welfare, to work for

justice and peace in society, and in other ways to use his creative

powers for the fulfillment of human life.



Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our

hearts be acceptable in your sight, O God, our Rock and our

Redeemer.  Amen.

I remember a morning before school, Halloween 1994 to be exact,

and I wished my parents a Happy Halloween.  Then they

responded:  It’s also Reformation Day.  I looked at them curiously

and they explained.  Nearly 500 years before, Martin Luther had a

few words to say, so he wrote 95 theses and thus, the spark

needed for the right moment to bring about a reformation

happened.  Ever since that day almost thirty years ago, Halloween

became Reformation Day for me and one of my favorite days of the

year.



Now that I’ve told this story about my childhood, I start to make a

little more sense.  And I do not find it coincidental that my final day

with you is Reformation Day 2021.  I thought about nailing my own

list to the doors, like Dr. Luther did over 500 years ago, but I figured

you’d rather hear them straight from me instead.

Life is a gift to be received with gratitude and a task to be pursued

with courage.

So says our excerpt from the Confession of 1967. You may recall

that I went through the highlights of this confession during Lent and

Easter Sunday.  Many of you recall 1967.  It was not unlike the time

we are in now:  Division, Civil Rights, war, and upheaval.  The world

as society knew it was disappearing.



In 2021, we have continued division in our society that has affected

our families.  The right to vote is under attack.  We have just

finished a twenty-year-old war that ended with innocent lives,

Americans and Allies, being lost.  Every day, conspiracy theorists

hiding behind their social media accounts continue to rip our

country, our states, our churches, and our personal relationships

apart.  The world as we have known it has disappeared.  Arguably,

it disappeared at a faster rate than nearly fifty-five years ago.

Yet, I continue to go back to the phrase that has helped me through

some rough times this year:

Life is a gift to be received with gratitude and a task to be pursued

with courage.



I can’t tell you how many times this phrase has repeated itself in my

head as the pandemic continued on and as the hyper-partisan

politics seemed to win.  I can’t tell you how many times I had to

utter these words in my office, the manse, my car, or walking

around just so I could make it another day.  I can’t tell you how

many times I had to say this phrase over and over again as I went

to the doctor’s office only to be told I put on fifteen pounds or when

I went to my therapist when I realized I couldn’t compensate any

more because my anxiety was getting the best of me.  I can’t tell

you how many times I’ve said this while taking the medications my

psychiatrist prescribed to me to help me get focused again so I

could receive the gift of life with gratitude and pursue it with

courage.  I can’t tell you how many times I thought about this

phrase while studying the scriptures either for public proclamation



or devotionals because life is indeed a gift to be received with

gratitude and a task to be pursued with courage.

I figure something like that was going through Martin Luther’s brain

as well as other Reformation figures, such as John Calvin.  The

status quo was not working.  The status quo lacked substance.

The status quo lacked the gratitude to acknowledge that in Christ

and in Christ alone our hopes lie.  The status quo failed to pursue

life with courage.  I’m sure the same thing popped in the heads of

those who gave us this beautiful confession back in 1967.

And the status quo is failing us right now on October 31, 2021.  It

hasn’t worked for some time.  The status quo has done nothing but

kept us locked in a romanticized past.  A romanticized past that



denies the truth that women had little legal standing and that people

of color were forced to drink out of separate water fountains.  A

romanticized past that denies the truth that the Holocaust

happened merely 76 years ago.  A romanticized past that denies

the truth that people, including my own ancestors, fought to

preserve the peculiar and godless institution of slavery.  A

romanticized past that peddles lies as truth and truth as lies.

Like Martin Luther, John Calvin, and the people who created the

confession in 1967, we stand at a crossroads.  I’ve been saying

that since I first arrived here in March of 2019.  But, I ask again: Do

we reject the opportunities that lie ahead of us and yearn to go

back to 1955?  There’s no gratitude in that.  Frankly, 1955 wasn’t all

that great.  Do we cower and keep our heads in the sand waiting for



things to change?  There’s no courage in that.  Frankly, you’ll be

wasting your time.

How do we receive the gift of life with gratitude? How do we pursue

the task of life with courage?   I don’t have those answers for you.

That is, however, your responsibility and yours alone to discern.

Certainly, whoever is called and installed here in the future can help

you, but you must do the work.  It’s not for the minister to do alone.

But, I will say this, though, as I have said it to other folks:  Don’t see

the present moment as a problem, but as an opportunity.  What

worked 30-60 years ago, even ten years ago, may need to be left

behind.  We are in the middle of the 21st century now and times

have changed and will continue to rapidly change as the months

move forward into 2022 and beyond.



Something my wife, Rev. Lauren, preached to a congregation

several months ago:  Just because you change preachers doesn’t

mean the work ceases to exist.  So, I will say it to you:  Just

because I’m leaving and someone else will be your pastor, it

doesn’t mean things will go back to the way they were and

everything is hunky-dory.  Just because you change preachers

doesn’t mean that the problems of the pandemic will go away.  Just

because you change preachers doesn’t mean that the problem of

white supremacy goes away.  Just because you change preachers

doesn’t mean income inequality goes away.  Just because you

change preachers doesn’t mean conspiracy theorists disappear.

Just because you change preachers doesn’t mean the challenges

facing Pollocksville Presbyterian Church and this community will

simply go away.



Trust me when I tell you:  I wish my absence would make these

problems go away.  I wish I had that much power, but I don’t.  But, it

is your responsibility as a congregation, as partners called to

Christ’s service, as ministers of reconciliation to live your lives with

gratitude and pursue your lives with courage to show the world that

we are reconciled to God through Christ and in Christ alone!

My prayer for you, beloved in Christ, is that you will live life with

gratitude and pursue it with courage.  Do the work.  Listen to the

Spirit.  Go on prayer walks.  Have some socially distant cottage

meetings.  Let go of certain traditions.  Frankly, throw out the ones

that keep you locked in the romanticized past.  If you want to still be

a training ground for ministers, be a training ground for 2021 and

beyond, not the romanticized past.  See opportunities when others

would rather cower.  Take care of each other.  Make this corner of



the world a glimpse of the power of God’s reconciliation made

known in Christ Jesus.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions.  Don’t be

afraid to have more questions than answers.  Be a partner with the

next minister instead of expecting them to do the work for you.

Don’t be afraid to say:  I don’t know.  Don’t be afraid to ask for help.

And don’t be afraid to be led.

Take my going away as an opportunity for you to do some heavy

lifting maybe you had not realized was there before.  Take this time

to work out a contract with a Stated Supply Minister or an Interim

Minister to help you sift through things to prepare for the next called

and installed minister.  Take this time to rely on each other.  Take

this time to rely on your COM liaison, Rev. Dr. Dave Vanderbilt, and

the East Community Mission Coordinator, Rev. Dr. Nancy Gladden,

to help you faithfully continue the work.  Most of all, do not rely on



yourselves and only yourselves.  While you have an important

responsibility, you alone do not have the power.  The Spirit has the

power to push on.  Listen to the Spirit’s voice.  Pay attention to the

Spirit’s movement.  The Holy Spirit has blazed the trails to bring you

on a wild and exciting journey into a world that is full of unexplored

wonders.

In all these things, in your devotionals, corporate worship,

relationships, and work, receive the gift of life with gratitude and

pursue the task of life with courage.

Beloved in Christ, trust this Good News!



In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy

Spirit.  Amen.


