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Kiri Houpt

May 10, 2009; Youth Sunday

Scripture: Mark 7:31-37


When I was given the theme for my sermon, my mind, oddly enough, jumped to a discussion from my physics class. The teacher asked us “If an object is at point A and it travels seven feet in a direction and then turns around and follows the same line seven feet back to point A, how far has it traveled?” It didn’t seem like a particularly hard question. Seven feet out plus seven feet back: 14 feet. The answer was offered. “Wrong! Zero feet. There was no displacement; it ended exactly where it started.” He told us that the object could zig and zag around for 200 feet, but if it came right back to point A, the displacement was 0, as if it hadn’t moved at all. In order to break free from that empty single digit, the object needed to forge ahead in a straight line and create a radius for a new circle. 


Every Sunday, we gather at church and in the benediction we are usually reminded to take what we have heard and reflected upon with us into the coming week. It’s a hard thing to do. In fact, the reason many of us attend church every week is to be sure that our faith is not completely neglected – we block off one or two solid hours every week to be Christians.  In the time between those two-hour book ends it’s easy to go about our busy lives and end up in the same place as the exact same person, at the same time every Sunday. We meet every week at our point A, ready to hear the benediction again but having changed nothing. The displacement equals 0. In Matthew 25:40 we’re reminded that as Christians, we shouldn’t let everything fall right back to point A. It’s our job to take initiative to better the lives of others.  It reads: “(…) whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” We’re reminded that serving our Lord comes from serving others. By living to glorify Jesus, we need to change lives. 


It is of course no coincidence that many of the New Testament’s best known stories are those which recount the miraculous change Jesus caused on the lives of those who appeared to be hopeless. Anyone who grew up with Bible stories knows that Jesus performed miracles. He cured lepers, gave sight to blind men, healed the crippled, fed thousands, and raised the dead. In this morning’s scripture, he gave the ability to hear to a deaf man and cured him of his speech impediment. We can’t perform miracles. If we could, things would be a lot different. For starters, I wouldn’t have gotten sick just in time to miss a field trip last week nor would I have spent the past week and a half coughing, and I’m sure the prayer request list would be much shorter every week. That’s why it’s our job to let Jesus live through us in the way that we can. When he sent his disciples into the world, they were to become his hands and feet, living their lives by his example. The transformation will not be immediate, like that of the deaf man in Mark chapter 7, but when we give of our time and abilities we spur a continuous transformation.  

Last summer I went on the youth mission trip to Lumberton, Mississippi. There were no instantaneous healing powers necessary. In fact, you didn’t even have to be able to hammer a nail in straight. The great thing about youth – geared work camps is that there are no prerequisite skills, or really any required construction experience whatsoever. They emphasize the fact that everyone has something that they can contribute to a project. Because carpentry skills are not among those with which I would confidently credit myself, I had never considered that I would have the chance to volunteer on a house building project so I was inspired to give it my best shot. 


The Reach work camps have a theme for each year and based on that theme all of the kids get a workbook to complete at the various worship times throughout the week. There are two full-camp worship services every day which include praise songs and skits. Usually campers share some of the experiences they had at their work sites that day. These services are an important part of the camp; they provide us with our point A. We reflect on what we have accomplished, we remember that we are there to serve in the name of Jesus, and we prepare for the challenges ahead. And then we’re sent off either to get ready for bed or to get ready to go to the work sites. But this week, although these reminders come much closer together than they do for the rest of the year, there is real progress between each one. Our projects are gradually accomplished day by day and each time we returned to point A, the community has been slightly altered.


In my case, my time that particular week was spent on top of a roof. Trust me, it’s really not the most desirable place to be in the middle of the day during a Mississippi summer, and probably the last place that I would expect to find myself. Nevertheless I mounted the ladder each morning; hammer in hand and a bandana around my neck. 
Ripping shingles off a roof might possibly be the farthest possible activity from sitting quietly in church. Gooey, softening tar and gritty stones provide a much different seat then the pews in our sanctuary, and I’ve never had a problem with sweltering heat and a beaming sun while in Sunday school. Being a Christian doesn’t have to feel like sitting in church, or singing a hymn, or kneeling at the alter. It doesn’t always require button-down shirts and neatly pressed pants. It can be the smell of sun block as you slather it on before working in the morning, or the heat of asphalt radiating through your shoes while you pound shingles in to place or a shower and a clean set of clothes after a day’s work. Being a Christian can feel like any activity in your life that works to help others. We may just be hammering nails for a week, but by sharing our time and Jesus’s love, the lives of our neighbors are changed. 

We’re given many opportunities to begin this forward motion and make some progress from Sunday to Sunday. There is the soup kitchen and Project Share. Alison members give their time through Samaritan Fellowship and the Carlisle Cares program as well as various other ministries. Every effort put into organizations like these takes us further from our point A and creates real positive change.


St. Francis of Assisi said: “Preach the gospel at all times and when necessary use words.” Because maybe we’re not capable of instant miracles, but we can still follow in the steps of Jesus and proclaim the gospel. We can change lives, and we can do it using hammers and nails, soup ladles, canned food, spare coins, and willing hearts. 

