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Good Morning!  When I sat down to prepare this morning’s message, I jotted down “God Morning” instead of “Good Morning.”  Maybe that’s a more appropriate greeting.  We’ve certainly tried our hardest to make this morning a “God Morning.”  We love doing this each year, and we thank you, the congregation for letting the young people have a voice in our church.  We are so very blessed to be a part of this community, which trusts its young people enough to let them worship God in their own way each year.  It’s a rare thing, and we are fortunate to have such support at such a young age.

I’ve gotten so accustomed to Reverend Smith’s sermons that I had my message mapped out in four points.  But they gave me a time limit, so it looks like you’ll be getting a good, old fashioned 3 point message this morning.  


As Christians, we believe in a God that we cannot see with our eyes.  But the truth is, he is as near to us as our next door neighbors (which is both the subject of my message and of Max Lucado’s bestselling book).  There are times when it seems that God has abandoned us, forgotten about our needs and pains.  There are times when God’s love is incredibly obvious.  And there are times when God’s hand catches us completely off guard in the most unlikely of situations.  I’d like to start out this morning by talking about the first kind of situation…the difficult times when it is hardest to see God’s presence.

In the 23rd Psalm it says, “And though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no Evil, for Thou art with me.”  Too often in this imperfect world, we find ourselves walking through the shadow of death.  We find ourselves discouraged, downtrodden, afraid, and feeling utterly alone.  In the times when we are struggling to find solid ground in our lives, we often feel separated from God, out of touch with love, and so distant from any sort of comfort.  Peace and Faith are easily obscured by sadness and tragedy.  If we look around our world, if we look back at our own pasts, it’s all too easy to find times when we felt separated from God.  It’s all to easy to find suffering, and times when we have suffered, all too easy to find pain, and times when we have been the cause of that pain, all too easy to find a reason to give up.  As humans, we are often angry at God when our lives aren’t going the way we’d like them to, and we begin asking, “How could a loving, merciful God allow such sadness to enter the world?  Why would He let these things happen to me?”  But even when we feel abandoned, when it seems that there is no light left at the end of the tunnel, God is there.  Hard to see through our veil of tears perhaps, but there.  When a loved one is taken from us, God is with us in grief, and with our loved ones in His kingdom.  When we lose a job, God is there, opening a window as the door we so desperately wanted to go through slams in our face.  When we lose our way in life, and our choices and depression lead us down wandering, seemingly endless paths, God is there, walking with us, holding our hand, no matter how soiled that hand is.  I used to have a bookmark with a picture of a beach and a very old story on it.  It speaks of a man having a conversation with Jesus.  “Lord,” the man says, “as I walked through life, I know that you were with me.  I can see your footprints next to mine in the sands of time.”  “Yes,” Jesus answered, “you see correctly.  I was always with you.”  “But Lord,” the man went on, “sometimes there aren’t two sets of footprints, but only one.  And they are at the most difficult, depressing times in my life.  Why did you leave me when I needed you most?”  Jesus just laughed.  “Dear friend, he said, “the times when you see only one set of prints are not times when I left you.  They are the times when you were too weak to keep going, and I carried you in my arms.”  The Lord loves us that much, to carry us in our hour of need.  I know that the tragedy of 9-11 has been talked about in countless sermons for the past five years.  It is a national disaster that every American has heard about almost nonstop since it happened.  But have you heard about the man who worked in the twin towers, who was 10 minutes late to work because he stopped at a drugstore to get a band-aid for the blister his brand new shoes, that he’d worn for the very first time that morning, had made on his heel?  Or the woman who called in that morning because there had been a death in the family and she was going to attend services?  Or the Pentagon worker who is alive today because it happened to be his turn to get doughnuts for the office?  Even in the midst of an awful situation, God is present, watching over us, even in the most odd, unlikely ways.  In the book of Luke, there is a story about a time when the disciples were in the midst of a difficult time.  Peter and his friends, who were fishermen by trade, had been fishing all night.  They’d caught nothing.  Time and time again, they’d cast their nets over the side, only to pull it in empty.  They watched the other fishermen haul in huge catches, but for them…empty nets…every time.  The sun rose and Jesus appeared, followed soon after by a large crowd.  He began preaching and the crowd began growing.  Peter and his friends landed their boat on the beach, thoroughly discouraged.  As the crowd pressed nearer and nearer to Jesus, he was forced closer and closer to the ocean.  Jesus saw Peter’s boat, and, realizing the solution to his problem, climbed in and began preaching from the shallow waters.  After a long morning, Jesus ended his sermon, thanked Peter and told him to put his nets back out.  Peter sighed, knowing that he would catch nothing at such a late time of day, but reluctantly obeys.  To his great surprise, with Jesus looking on knowingly, Peter hauled in more fish than he could carry back.  All of us can remember times when we felt like our nets were coming up empty each time, like it was time to come in off the sea and give up.  Particularly for young people like myself, who live in a selfish, discouraging, difficult world.  But when the world leaves our nets empty, Jesus is there to fill them, and give us a reason to brave the stormy seas just one more time.  The country group Rascal Flatts has a new song that talks about the steadfastness of God’s love.  It’s called “He Ain’t the Leavin’ Kind,” and the lyrics are as follows:
They tried their best to drag him out
of a courthouse down in Montgomery
And now they wanna kick him out of school
and take him off our money
they can take those words 
off of paper and stone
But he ain't gone, no

She stayed mad at him for a lot of years
for takin' her husband
started losin' her faith
and thinkin' that her life meant nothin'
But when she looks at those kids she 
raised all by herself
She knows she had some help,
yeah, she knows

No matter what you do
No matter where you go
He's always right there with you
Even from those who don't believe
And wanna leave him behind
He ain't the leavin' kind

God knows there will be hard times in our lives.  He knows we will get angry with him, and feel separated from his love.  And he’s ok with that.  It doesn’t matter if we give up on God…for God will never give up on us.  
The dark times are the toughest to get through, the moments when it seems God has forsaken us.  But there are also times when the situation is totally reversed.  I’m talking about those “mountaintop experiences”…the “can’t miss it moments” when the hand of God is so real it seems we almost COULD physically see it.  You can talk to any member of the youth group that has been on a mission trip, and they will tell you about these “mountaintop moments.”  This summer, I’ll be going on my fourth and last mission trip.  Those ten days are always a highlight of my summer.  I pile into a bus full of excited kids, and take a moment of my life to focus on helping someone in need.  Our mission trips are not about evangelism.  We don’t stand on street corners with signs and Bibles trying to convert lost souls.  It’s about fixing a problem.  About reaching out to someone.  Not because there’s a reward at the end, but because it’s the right thing to do.  Jesus was first and foremost a servant.  He was the Son of God, and yet the humblest of men, lowering himself to less than a slave, out of nothing but love, when the only earthly reward he received was a painful death.  If we, the church, are supposed to emulate Jesus, we have to stop allowing ourselves to become consumed by bigotry and start focusing on love.  Jesus was the only perfect man to ever walk the Earth, and yet he associated with the most “imperfect”, at least by the world’s definition, people he could find.  Christians are often criticized as hypocrites by non-Christians.  They are right.  But, I don’t think it bothers the world that we sin.  I think it bothers the world that we act like we don’t.  Mission trips have given the youth opportunities to learn this, to try to serve as Jesus served, to humble ourselves before those the world has deemed “unlovable,” and to learn that we are all imperfect, we are all flawed, but we are all also children of God, worthy of respect and love.  It’s only for a week, but it can be a very powerful week.  After you’ve spent the day repairing a home about to collapse, playing with kids who would otherwise be wandering the city streets, or feeding a long line of families who would otherwise go hungry, you are dead tired.  But then you look into that child’s eyes, you look into the eyes of that elderly woman, that homeless man, and you see something, a glow, a sparkle.  I can’t describe it.  It’s more than gratitude.  I like to think of it as the bit of God that resides in everyone shining out at me.  When you are surrounded by people experiencing these spiritual highs, it can only be described as a mountaintop moment.  God’s love is so obvious you can’t ignore it, and you walk away from the week feeling somehow stronger, revived.  The problem is remembering that feeling when you get home, away from a community of believers, away from the hard work and God looking at you through the eyes of the people you’ve helped.  Mountaintop moments can be great teachers, as long as we can hold on to that feeling and remember how to love.  The Louder than Words team did a piece about God’s presence in some very important Biblical stories.  
From David and Goliath, to Abraham and Isaac, to Jesus on the cross, there were all kinds of “can’t miss it moments” in the Bible.  It’s a bit harder to find experiences like that in today’s world, but, even if it isn’t a slap in the face, there are definitely times when God’s hand in the world is undeniable.

Sometimes we are shrouded in darkness, and when we look for God, it seems as though he’s not there.  Sometimes we are high on a mountaintop and when we look for God, he is all around us.  But there’s a third sort of situation, and these situations are arguably the most fun.  These are the times when we aren’t looking for God at all, but he shows up in the most unlikely places.  These everyday situations, these coincidences, these angel moments, are happening all around us.  Most of the time we miss them.  Or we attribute it to luck.  Little Charlie was ten years old.  School had just gotten out for Christmas, and a light snow was beginning to fall.  Charlie, like most ten year old boys, wanted noting more than to be outside in the fascinating white stuff.  His mother, happy to see her son so excited, offered to take him for a drive in the countryside to watch the snow fall.  So they hopped in the car and settled back for a nice leisurely afternoon.  But their outing soon turned from fun to dangerous.  The snowfall became heavier, until it was too thick to drive safely.  Charlie’s mom pulled into the nearest house, a farmhouse miles from any sort of civilization.  The old woman who answered the door invited them in quickly and without question, offering them hot tea, a home-cooked meal, a telephone and a shelter for as long as they needed it.  Charlie and his mother were extremely touched by the old woman’s generosity.  The old woman never forgot her visitors.  And if you ask the woman about the experience today, she will refuse to admit that it was coincidence.  For how often does royalty show up on your front porch?  You see…Charlie and his mother were no less than the heir to the throne of England Prince Charles and his mother…Queen Elizabeth.  Royalty shows up on our front porch too - indeed the Prince of Peace, King of Kings, shows up - but often we don’t recognize Him.  A visit from Jesus can take the simplest form:  a phone call from a friend after a bad day, a warm smile from a stranger in passing, a thermos of warm soup when you’re feeling sick, a surprise birthday party when you thought everyone had forgotten, finding a treasured object you thought was lost, a “please,” a “thank you.”  It’s the little things in life that make it wonderful, and often it’s in these little things that God attempts to show himself to us.  I teach dance classes to small children after school.  I love my part time job.  It’s much better than the minimum wage fast food gigs teenagers usually get.  My little girls never fail to make my afternoons a little bit brighter.  I can remember one specific instance, that came after a particularly disheartening Monday at school.  I drug into the dance studio, really wishing I could go home for a nap, and laced up my tap shoes as the girls filed in.  I felt a tiny tap on my shoulder.  “Miss Callie,” a quiet voice said, “I made this for you.”  The little girl handed me a drawing.  Like the artwork of most 4-year-olds, it was impossible to tell what the picture was of, but on the back, someone had helped her write, “God Bless Callie.”  So “bless” had three s’s and my name was misspelled, but I still have that drawing.  It’s a simple reminder of a simple kind of love.  Pure, unconditional love.  It’s these angel moments that take us by surprise, and remind us of the little bit of God living in every person, and living in us.  I’d like to show you a clip of a movie that, even though the message is simple, is very powerful, and reminds us to take nothing, even the simplest things, for granted.

*A Walk to Remember*
Indeed, God is not seen, but felt.  Just as the wind can move the treetops, God can move hearts.  He is there in the hard times, when we feel distant and separated.  He is there in the good time, the mountaintop moments.  And He’s there in places we never expect.  His love is unceasing.  His presence is unchanging.  He’s our guide, our strength, and our friend.  He’s near enough to touch.  Strong enough to trust.  Our next door Savior.  Amen.  
