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         Pastor Mark Nieting

“MIRACLE SUNDAY at HOPE”  (note, there is an outline with this message)
Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Savior Jesus Christ.

Today is Miracle Sunday, a very special time in the life of our congregation. We’ve been preparing for a month with talks in church, two mailings, and finally a phone call “campaign,” but in truth, all of this started almost two years ago when we decided to build Envision Hope. We’ve been living in “controlled chaos” for months, and, tired as we are, we’re so close to the finish that we can almost “taste” it. Not the dust that is, we’ll taste that for years, but the completed job. 

I don’t know how YOU felt when the offering plate passed by you this morning. I was watching the offering plates go through and I THINK I heard a little voice pipe up back there somewhere saying, “It’s all right, daddy, you don’t have to pay for me, I’m under five! (OK, maybe that was just my imagination!)  I’m excited about what God is doing. I know that if each of us did as God moved us, a miracle will happen. That’s what prayer does. That’s what God does. We approached Miracle Sunday prayerfully and carefully. 

I also know that for some of our families it wasn’t easy to approach a special offering. Two of our families lost jobs just this week; one of them is a single parent!  That, my friends, brings those families into “crisis mode.” And when any of us is in crisis, it’s tough. It’s hard to see a good future. It’s hard to have Hope.
It’s not been a “quiet week in Lake Wobegon” at Hope either. Last Sunday, our music director, Kathy Weiss, resigned. She had been here for 14 years. She had made some very significant contributions to the life of this congregation. Since I have been here she directed “Bow the Knee” and “More than Just a Man.” Think of all the Joy of Christmas presentations; hundreds of uplifting choir numbers, even a CD produced by the Voices of Hope. She led the Sounds of Revelation praise team. To a lot of us, she WAS the music program of Hope.
Needless to say, Kathy’s resignation came as a shock. It put our family, the Family of Hope, into crisis mode. 
Our Council met on Monday evening to pray……because prayer is the first thing a believer does when a crisis hits. There can never be too much prayer. We were reminded by some of the long time members that there have been other crises in the history of Hope. As we prayed and talked this all through, it seemed to us that the crises in the past ALWAYS seem to come at pivotal moments in the life of the church: once as we were building the fellowship hall; another time as we were considering expanding from two services to three. The devil knows just how to pick his times to attack, right?

There’s not a single person in this room who hasn’t experienced a crisis in their lives. Our very first crisis happened when we were born…..as we were shoved or even dragged from the warm and comfortable wombs of our mothers and whacked on the tail as a welcome to the world! From then on, life is a series of ups and downs……good times and bad……richer and poorer……sickness and health, you know, you’ve been there. Crises aren’t enjoyable, but they’re natural. In fact, we can’t LIVE without going through a series of crises. 
God designed people to be able to withstand, endure, survive and ultimately grow stronger from crisis. The same thing can be said of congregations. But getting there isn’t easy. It certainly isn’t enjoyable. And it can…..if we handle it poorly…..be incredibly destructive. 

It usually starts like this.  We get a phone call or an email, or even worse, a pair of uniformed officers at the door and when the bad news hits us, we go into shock. We may not believe what we’re hearing. That’s normal too…..a God-designed kind of “shock absorber” mechanism that only allows so much impact at a time. Sometimes it takes minutes. Sometimes it takes hours. And for really difficult news it can even take days or weeks for the total impact to hit us.
Another very normal reaction to bad news is to get angry. We can think, or even yell, “Whose fault is it?” As a pastor, when I hear bad news about a child being hurt, my immediate response (after praying for the child) is to pray that one or the other parent isn’t at fault….because I know it will usually tear the family apart! 

The same thing happens in organizations or churches. Before the facts are ever known….and every story has plenty of facts and at least 3 sides (theirs, mine, and the truth….which is often somewhere in the middle), it’s human and natural to point fingers and assign blame.  Sometimes it is obvious. If I let candles burn all night on my desk and burn down the church, there’s no question about it. It’s my fault. But when the facts are a bit murkier, it’s time to slow down the train. It’s time to remember Peter’s words from the top of the outline: (From 1 Peter 5: 8-9) 

“Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith.” 
Whether it’s an individual, a family or a congregation, a crisis certainly gives the devil the opportunity to work. I think it’s important for each of us to remember that the devil has one overarching goal in his existence: to separate us from God. He usually starts that by separating us from each other. 
In our Tuesday morning staff meetings we always spend at least an hour in prayer and Bible study. This past Tuesday was no exception, and because Kathy was a part of our staff, our prayers went extra deep and extra long. Someone, not sure who it was, brought up this Bible verse for us: “Trust in the Lord with all  your heart and don’t lean on your own understanding.” (Proverbs 3: 5)

Who among us, dear friends, knows the whole story? Who knows the big picture? Who has more understanding than God? Who has the future of Hope in His hands and in His heart? And who loves the Weiss family more than we ever can? God does. Right now, dear ones, God IS speaking to us. He always is….and in times of crisis, times of struggle, and times of change, God speaks even more forcefully. It’s just that because of our emotions, because of our hurts, and even because of our anger, it’s much harder during those times to listen.

Someone once quipped that the only people who like change are wet babies, but I’ve changed my share of wet babies and most of them cry during the process, either because they’re cold or they’re scared. It’s only when it’s all said and dry that they settle back and enjoy what’s happened to them…..until the next time. 
Change may not be easy, but it’s normal. It’s necessary. The only thing that DOESN’T change is God. God has brought us to a time of change here at Hope. He’s done it before and He will do it again. This congregation is in HIS hands. We always have been. It is God who started this congregation, just as it is God’s Spirit who calls each of us to faith. It’s not about US…..it’s about God, and His desire to have us with Him forever!
Turn in your Bible to 1 Corinthians 1. Paul had started the church in Corinth and then left Apollos in charge when he moved on. Word had gotten back to Paul in Ephesus that there were divisions in the church…..divisions that were being destructive to the congregation and which were damaging its ministry. Read verse 10 with me: “I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought.” 

Reading on, Paul tells us that he heard that there are at least 4 groups in the church: those following him, those who were following Apollos, the Jewish Christians who were mainly following Peter (who had passed through Corinth after Paul left), and even those who got down and dirty in arguing who was the best…… even though they claimed to be following Christ! 

Putting it another way, each group was putting someone else up on a pedestal. Pardon the pun, but Paul’s words are simple: if you are putting ANYONE on a pedestal other than Christ Jesus, “knock it off.” Pedestals belong under plants, not under people. Even Jesus, Paul reminds us, didn’t come to be put on a pedestal, but to be hung on a cross; to give His life as a ransom for many…..and as a Savior for us. People on pedestals make great targets and they don’t stay up there very long. It’s a recipe, Paul says, for being divided and for getting hurt.
On Wednesday evening our choir and praise teams met to share some of the feelings they have been experiencing and I tell you, friends, that it was a wonderful gathering. They are grieving their loss, but doing so in a very healthy way: they look forward to singing as soon as they can; to the glory and honor of their Lord Jesus Christ, who is greater than all and over all and in all and through all! They look forward to even greater days of ministry here at Hope. They will care for each other in tough times and celebrate with each other in the good.

These folks blessed me….and they bless us all….for living out their faith in Jesus Christ. They know that the church is more than a person, than a personality, and more than a single ministry. They know that the church is Christ, who lived out His life among us as both Servant and Sacrifice…..and who walks with us through whatever “valley” we are in until we celebrate together on the other side. 

This is Miracle Sunday. It is our prayer that God works the miracle today of furnishing our facilities so that we can make the best use of each square inch of Hope to honor our Lord Jesus and bring others into His family. It is our prayer that God will use the gift YOU have brought to make an earthly and an eternal difference in the lives of people we have not yet met. It is my prayer that God will show us clearly…..and I know He will…..that through Him, the best days of this wonderful congregation are ahead of us.

Amen.

