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        Pentecost 16

Do you know the triplets?

In the beginning…
A lot has changed in the 110 years that have passed


since Congress designated the first Monday in September as Labor Day.

This annual holiday 

– according to the US Department of Labor  --



was established to recognize the contributions 

that workers have made to our nation.

Initially, the holiday achieved its objective.

In the years that followed 1895, workers and their families 

were asked to join parades through city streets,


then praised by local politicians during speeches in city parks,



and finally invited to enjoy a carnival 

held in their honor at the same parks.

As I said, a lot has changed in the past 110 years.

Today, a casual observer of Labor Day might conclude that we are


honoring the inventor of the hot dog



or observing “national barbecue day”.

This morning, I would like to recapture the original intent of Labor Day


and – at the same time -- imitate a pastor named Paul.

How?  By recognizing the contributions of workers…in this congregation.

I especially want to highlight what has been done in the past three months.

Unfortunately, there will be no parades or carnivals for these workers to enjoy.

There will only be a speech –

this speech, praising what they have done…


praising what God has done through them.

In one of his many letters, 

a pastor named Paul praises people he knew.

He praises them for their faith, hope and love.

Listen to what he says:

Our prayers for you are always spilling over into thanksgiving.  We can’t quit thanking God our Father and Jesus our Messiah for you!  We keep getting reports of your steady faith in Christ, our Jesus, and the love you continuously extend to all Christians.  The lines of purpose in your lives never grow slack, tightly tied as they are to your future in heaven, kept taut by hope.  [Colossians 1:3-5 MSG]
Faith…hope…and love.

It is obvious that Pastor Paul – and the people to whom he wrote – knew these triplets.

Do you?

Do you know the triplets?

1) Do you know faith?
Do you know faith?

If you do, others will notice.

Jesus once said this:


Anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing.
And then he adds:


He will do even greater things than these.  [John 14:12 NIV]
During the summer, Dayna Gengler did something Jesus never did.

She operated a lemonade stand.

When this nine-year-old girl learned of Cathy Atchison’s on-going struggle with cancer,


she decided to do something to help.

She quickly got down to business – the business of making and selling lemonade.

Business was good during the hot summer…

and she raised more than $100 to aid Cathy and her family.

Jesus also said this:

If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to a mountain, “Move from here to there”, and it will move.  [Matthew 17:20 NIV]
Brian Hamann didn’t really move a mountain,


but he did move a lot of dirt.

As he directed the volunteers he enlisted to “move a little here, move a little there”,

this recent high school graduate transformed the landscape.

He created the landscaped terrace you now see on the west side of the church.

When Jesus sent out his disciples two by two on mission trips, 

he told them to live by faith.

“Take nothing for the journey --,” he said, “no bread, no bag, no money in their belts.”  

[Mark 6:8 NIV]

I don’t know what Mike and Heidi took with them,


but these two went on mission trips this summer

While you and I were relaxing at our favorite haunts,


these two people went to destinations you won’t find on a tourist map.

Both have agreed to show us – later this fall – what they did;

but I think we already know that it was no vacation.

Heidi – still a high school student – went south to serve in Peru.

And Mike – our drummer in the contemporary service – went east to work in Nigeria.

In a book called Hebrews,


God has listed what his people have done by faith.

In that book, 

you can read of the risks taken, the sacrifices made…by faith.

You won’t find the names of Dayna or Brian listed there;


you won’t read of what Mike and Heidi have done.

But you can be sure that the risks they took


and the sacrifices they made this summer



were all done by faith.

You see, faith – if you know it as they do – well, you’ll show it.

That’s what James – the brother of Jesus – says.

Faith and works, works and faith, fit together hand in glove. … Isn’t it obvious that faith and works are yoked partners, that faith expresses itself in works?  [James 2:18,22 MSG]

How can you and I get to know that kind of faith…

a faith that glows…a faith that shows?

Do we have to go after it?

“No”, says that pastor named Paul, “faith comes”.


Faith comes from hearing the message…of Christ. [Romans 10:17 NIV]
You want to know faith – the faith that shows?

Then get to know Jesus…and it will show.

Learn of the risks he took – the sacrifices he made – for you.

Study how he left his throne in heaven to wear a crown on earth


-- a crown of thorns, it was --



as he offered his life so you could get a life




-- a good life you could never pay for --








life as the child of a Father in heaven.

Stop learning of Jesus…


stop probing the depths of his love for you,



and, well, you’ll just stop believing.

You’ll also stop bearing…


bearing any kind of fruit that shows you believe.

Remember, we don’t go after faith.

Faith comes to us.

Faith comes to us as we hear, read, explore the message of Christ.

That pastor named Paul praised the members of a church for their faith.

He also praised them for their hope.

2)  Do you know hope?

Do you know the second of the triplets?

Do you know hope?

If you do, you’ll find that you don’t give up 


even as all other life support systems seem to fail.

One of God’s poets has written:


In God’s word I put my hope. [Psalm 130:5 NIV]
That’s what Thelma Altman does…


and that’s why she never gives up.

You’d never guess it just by looking at her,


but Thelma is a pit bull.

She tenaciously clings to every promise God ever made in the Bible.

Thelma is our prayer warrior.

But be careful when you seek her help.

Ask her to pray for you,


and – a few days later – she’ll ask you…



she’ll ask you how God answered your prayer.

Thelma, you see, expects miracles. 

Pastor Paul – in another one of his letters – speaks of

resting on the hope of eternal life, which God – who does not lie – promised before the beginning of time. [Titus 1:2 NIV]
Loraine Zimmer rested in that hope…


and now she rests.

We buried her about a week ago.

At her funeral, both family and friends marveled 

at how this little woman could be so upbeat for 90 years.

What made her smile as she struggled –


struggled to make her marriage work…



struggled to raise her children…




struggled to help her husband as he battled cancer





struggled to deal with that dreaded disease herself?

How did she do it?

I know.

I know because she told me.

Only days before her death, with that characteristic smile on her face,


she repeated words first spoken by Paul:

I have fought the good fight.  I have finished the course. … Now there is in store for me that crown of righteousness, which the Lord…will give to me. 

[2 Timothy 4:7-8 NIV]

Loraine repeated the words of Paul;

and Paul could have repeated his words for Loraine.

That pastor from the past could have said of Loraine Zimmer today:

The lines of purpose in your life never grew slack, tightly tied as they were to your future in heaven, kept taut by hope.  [Colossians 1: 5 MSG]
Do you know that kind of hope?


the kind that does not allow you to give up, give in or give out?

the kind that lets you smile as all other life support systems fail?

If not, why not?

Doesn’t the God whom we worship call himself the God of hope? [Romans 15:13 NIV]

Doesn’t he tell us that he has given us a living hope through Jesus? [1 Peter 1:3 NIV]

Doesn’t he invite us to ask him to fill us with hope? [Romans 15:13 NIV]
If you and I don’t know the kind of hope that drove Loraine and still drives Thelma,

how can we get it?

That pastor named Paul gives us a clue.

He reminds us that 

Everything that was written in the Scriptures was written to teach us, so that…we might have hope. [Romans 15:4 NIV]

God, you see, has left a record –


a record of how he treasures and treats his people…



a record of how he refuses to let them go or let them down.

Does this mean that hope – like faith – comes from reading that record?

Yes and no, says Pastor Paul.

Hope begins to flicker as we study God’s word;


it becomes a blaze, though, as we struggle in God’s world.

It’s never enough just to sit in a classroom;

it’s never enough to know what God can do for us.

Finally, we have struggle in the school of hard knocks;

finally, we must let God show us what he can do



allow him to do what he excels in --




helping us when we can’t help ourselves.

That’s why Paul tells us:

We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love for us.  [Romans 5:3-5 NIV]
Loraine was -- and Thelma is – older than most of us.

As a result, these two women have had many experiences of God’s faithfulness.

We, however, don’t have to wait until we draw Social Security


before we can draw on God’s promises in our lives.

Even to a young dude named Tim,


Pastor Paul writes this:

This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance…that we put our hope in the living God. [1 Timothy 4:9-10 NIV]

2000 years ago, Paul praised the members of a church for their faith and hope.

Then he applauded their love.

2) Do you know love?
Do you know this last triplet?

Do you know love?

If you do, you never let go.

Love never gives up…but keeps going to the end. [1 Corinthians 13:4,8 MSG]
That’s what one pastor named Paul claims.

And that’s what two couples know to be true.

Harold and Joan Converse never let go of each other.

Nev and Betty Crowther never gave up on each other.

The love that these two couples know, though,


didn’t start to show just this past summer.

The love that these two couples know and show

began at the end of a summer 50 years ago.

That’s right, folks!

Harold and Joan as well as Nev and Betty 

are celebrating 50th wedding anniversaries this weekend.

100 years of marriage!

Call the reporters; get the photographers!

After all, that’s a feat not likely to be repeated soon,


especially when people today change partners

more often than they change their wardrobes.

I know that Nev and Betty, Harold and Joan will all tell you 


they did not marry the perfect partner.

Yes, after 50 years, the secret is finally out.

They wanted to, of course,


but they quickly discovered that their choice was flawed –



their partner didn’t meet all of their needs…




didn’t live up to all of their expectations.

Yet, none of the four ever gave up;


none ever let go.

They have lived and loved for 50 years.

Wouldn’t you like to be part of such a permanent relationship?

I know I would.

Wouldn’t you like to know and show such love…


and not just “in your dreams”? 

As I said several weeks ago,


if you want to show a love that never gives up,



you have to know a lover who never gives up.

You have to know the One – the only One – whose love endures forever. [Psalm 118:1 NIV]
You have to know the One


whose love took him to the cross and through the grave…for you.

You have to know the One


whose love will take you to a party that lasts forever.

In other words, 


you have to experience God’s love – a love that will not you go –



before you can express that kind of love to anyone else.

From a God who cares more for us than for himself,


we learn to care more for others than for ourselves.

From a God who gives himself completely to us,


you and I learn to give ourselves completely to someone else.

And even a bachelor knows that.

It was that bachelor named Paul who said:

Christ’s love compels us…; he died for all that those who live should no longer live for themselves, but for him – and I might add – for others as well. [2 Corinthians 5:14-15 NIV]

Know the bachelor’s lover

-- know God’s Son Jesus –

and you, too, know how to love.

Conclusion
When I was younger,


I watched a TV series that told the tales of people living in Los Angeles.

Each segment ended with these words:


“The story you have just seen was true.  


The names were changed to protect the innocent.”

This morning, I have told you tales of people living in the Twin Cities.

The stories you have just heard were true.

The names, however, were not changed.

Why?

Because the people aren’t innocent.

They – like all of us – have come up short.

They have not lived up to expectations.

They have needed to rely on God for help.

But the God to whom they turned can be trusted.

Hasn’t he helped these ordinary people do extraordinary things?

I conclude this message, then,


not by praising people,



but by pointing people – all people, including you – to the people’s God.

 I conclude by directing your attention to him of whom Paul writes:

God can do anything, you know – far more than you could ever imagine or request in your wildest dreams!  He does it not by pushing us around but by working within us.


[Ephesians 3:20 MSG]
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