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DO YOU BELIEVE IN MIRACLES??
The year was 1980.  February was the month, just over 30 years ago, believe it or not.  Similar to today, it was a Winter Olympics year, yet the nations of the world were most certainly NOT coming together in harmony, within the Adirondack Mountain setting of Lake Placid, NY.  
Tensions in the world were running high.   The United States was emerging from a troubled decade.  Think back with me for a moment - the 1970’s had been marked by an ugly end to the Vietnam War, a demoralizing Watergate spectacle, rampant inflation, serious unemployment, an oil embargo and an energy crisis.  The Soviet Union had just invaded Afghanistan, thereby rejuvenating the Cold War, and were deploying troops in Cuba, and the Iran hostage crisis was ongoing, having begun just 3 months earlier. 
We, in the United States, were feeling downcast and downtrodden at the beginning of 1980.  There wasn’t much going on that gave us optimism for the immediate future.  Many of us were worried about our jobs, worried about our finances, worried about the economy, worried about the imminent threat of entering another war. We Americans, as a nation, badly needed a lift, we needed something to cheer about, something positive in the midst of our concerns.  

And a group of United States college hockey players provided just what we needed.   In what I believe was the golden era of the Olympics, before professionals were allowed to compete, a bunch of amateur college kids took on the supposedly amateur, yet arguably professional, Soviet Union Red Army hockey team, with a trip to the gold medal game on the line.  This was a classic David vs Goliath matchup.  Our underdog American kids were given no chance whatsoever against a Soviet Union team that had won 8 of the last 9 Olympic gold medals, and was widely recognized as the best hockey team in the world.  
Yet at a time when we as a country needed it most, these American college kids lifted our spirits by beating the Soviet Union 4–3, in as improbable a victory as you’ll ever see in sports.   
It’s been called the “Miracle on Ice”.  Al Michaels had the call for ABC Sports that day, February 22, 1980, and as the game closed with the crowd cheering “USA, USA”, he declared our feelings in what became the signature line of his broadcasting career.  Let’s watch and listen for a moment to the last 15 seconds of the “Miracle on Ice”.

Play Youtube
You know, I still get chills every time I watch that clip.  I remember exactly where I was when I watched that game live on TV.  It was such an uplifting moment for our country, at a time when we so desperately needed our spirits lifted.  Do you believe in Miracles, Al Michaels asked….and then answered his own question with a resounding YESSSS!  Well, do you believe in Miracles???  Do we believe in Miracles, Allison Church???   
Webster defines the word “miracle” as an extraordinary event manifesting divine intervention in human affairs. Consistent with that definition, we certainly know that God has done countless miracles – why the Bible alone is chock full of these accounts, at least two to three hundred of them.  We know too that Jesus did many miracles during his time on earth, at least 35 of which are recounted in the Gospels – such as feeding of the 5,000; walking on water; raising Lazerus from the dead; Blind Bartimaeus receiving sight; healing the sick…….the list goes on and on.
But is God still doing miracles today?  Is God still intervening in human affairs to accomplish extraordinary events?  

The year was 2009.   The United States is in the 3rd year of a deep economic recession, its’ worst since the Great Depression of 1929.  The stock market has plummeted, our retirement savings have evaporated, unemployment is approaching 10% nationwide, the home mortgage crisis is in full swing.   Our banking system and the auto industry in America are in crisis, and government bailouts kick-in for banks and insurance companies.  The constant threat of terrorism both at home and abroad looms ever larger, and the war in the Middle East goes on and on.  
Here in Carlisle we watch jobs disappear as staples of our local economy such as Lear Corporation ceases operations, and Tire & Wheel announces they are relocating to the south.  Many of us across the nation, and right here in Carlisle, are feeling downcast and downtrodden.  

Yet in the midst of all this negativity, God offers us a ray of hope.  God steps into our local economic picture in 2009 and says, you know what, just because times are tough doesn’t mean my kingdom work will stop in this community.  And God tapped me on the shoulder through the voice of one of my Christian brothers, Paul Myers, and said…..”come along for the ride, and watch God do a great thing”.  So, like the story of that USA Olympic hockey team in 1980, I hope to lift your spirits this morning with another story of a miracle, though this time clearly a God inspired miracle at a community level instead of a national one.  
The Carlisle CARES homeless ministry is well-known to Allison Church.  Supported by 13 area churches along with a host of volunteers, CARES was formed to provide shelter to the homeless when no other shelter can be found.  Initially providing overnight shelter within these churches on a rotating basis during the winter months of the year, the program expanded to become a year-round overnight shelter, yet something was still missing in this ministry.  Because at 700AM each morning, regardless of the weather conditions, the homeless had to leave the local church setting and make their own way outside until 900PM that evening, when they returned to the host church.  
A void clearly existed for these children of God.  A permanent place was needed to provide shelter and assistance to the homeless during the day, a place where they could get out of the weather, take a shower, do laundry, get on a computer and search for a job, have a mailing address, receive counseling and wellness care.  A place where the “least of these” could receive God’s love, care and shelter when their lives have bottomed out.   Thus the vision of the CARES Resource Center project was born.
Finding a suitable location for this day center to be constructed was an initial formidable challenge.  With operating hours from 700AM to 900PM, seven days a week to fill the daily void left from the overnight shelter program, this was not going to be an easy task.   But through God’s guiding hand, the persistence of the CARES staff, and the unwavering support of Chris Gulotta and Chris Houston of the Cumberland County Housing and Redevelopment Authority, a site was found at 50 West Penn Street.  Within an existing parking lot, the Borough of Carlisle agreed that this 3,500 SF Resource Center could be constructed.   But the story gets better now, thanks be to God, because this site was given to Carlisle CARES by Cumberland County through its Redevelopment Authority at a staggering cost of…….$1 a year…….with a lease in perpetuity.  Our God is an awesome God!!!  
So now it was time for design and construction of this facility.  And that’s about the time I got involved with the project as a volunteer manager and coordinator for the construction.  At the first meeting I attended in the summer of 2008, I learned that the budget for this project was $245,000, of which $185,000 was accounted for thanks to community development block grants and stimulus dollars that the Redevelopment Authority worked tirelessly to obtain.  But I must confess that I sat in that meeting doing some math in my head, and feeling very discouraged.  Because in my day job as a civil engineer, I had a feel for the true cost of construction, and I knew that this budget was going to be woefully short.  
Without even thinking about God’s involvement in this undertaking, I did the math as we engineers are prone to do, and quickly concluded that this was a half million dollar project.  Subtracting the committed funds I’d just heard about, awesome as they were, still left us over $300,000 short, over $300,000!!  
And I left that meeting thinking to myself….are you kidding me….how in the WORLD is this going to happen….especially in this horrendous economy.  And I thought….what have I gotten myself into this time, and I’ll sure have to “thank” that Paul Myers for talking me into this :o)…..and for a short while I completely lost sight of the fact that faith has to be a huge part of any such project supporting a ministry of God.  I wasn’t leaving any room whatsoever for God to work, but I quickly was reminded that God was involved.  And I experienced firsthand the truth in the words Bruce Fensterbush at Grace likes to say as he blesses us each Sunday…..that God was already ahead of us preparing the way……..in this case He was waaaaay ahead of me! 
Because God had already touched the hearts of the Walnut Bottom Road Brethren in Christ Church construction crew, who volunteered to erect the building exterior shell, frame the interior and put the roof on.  For those of you not aware, Brethren in Christ Church has a simply awesome construction ministry involving hundreds of people.  Led by Bud Jones and Chuck Seiber, both extremely talented contractors in their own right, they are just an amazing group of fellow believers who are walking the walk and serving our God with their time, talents and resources.
So OK, I said to God, you’re making me feel better knowing Brethren in Christ is already on board with this project, but Lord we’ve still got a looooong way to go here don’t we??  And God spoke to me through the voice of retired Cumberland County Commissioner Earl Keller, and said…..calm down, we’ve got lots of folks to talk to in this community to raise funds.  And Earl and Shari Bellish and God went to work and the next thing I knew there was 45,000 more dollars committed to the project from politicians like Pat Vance and Will Gabig, from the United Way, from individual donors and from the very generous GB Stuart Foundation here in Carlisle.  And I said to God, WOW, you’re pretty amazing putting it on people’s hearts to make donations like that in this difficult economic climate, and God replied……………you ain’t seen nothin yet my friend!  
Because next I’m going to talk to companies and vendors and material suppliers through YOU and Shari and Ivan Kerns, the CARES board president, and others, and I’m going to do a great thing.  Through ME I cried, whoa, now wait just a minute here God!!  I said…you go right ahead God, using Shari and Ivan, that’s just fine, and for that matter why not use a few others – how about Bud Jones and Carla Yocum our IT queen, to name a few, but surely not me, you know I can’t do that – I can’t ask people to donate their labor and discount or donate their materials.  And God once again replied….now just chill out Jeff.  For I will prepare the way ahead of you, I’ll do all the work, you and the others just need to be my spokesmen.  Just TRUST ME, God said, and so we went to work.  
Now I’m going to ask Kevin o start some photos of this project scrolling on the screens while I continue, because I want you to get a flavor of what this construction entailed.  And while I hope you’ll not be too distracted by them, and that you’ll still listen to the rest of this message, too, I do want you to pay attention to the fact that all the PEOPLE you see in these photos are volunteers, all the EQUIPMENT you see in action was donated, all the CONSTRUCTION MATERIALS you observe are heavily discounted, and many of the furnishings are donated.  And all of this is taking place in the worst economy since the Great Depression, praise be to God.  DO YOU BELIEVE IN MIRACLES???
So God went to work recruiting more help for the construction of this project, even though it made no sense.  It made no sense at all that in this economy, in this time of rampant business closings and 10% unemployment and layoffs and stress and tension, that businesses and individuals would rise up and say….I want to help.  They’d say…I want to be a part of this project, because it’s the right thing to do – because people are in need now more than ever, and I want to do something.  They’d often say…my company is really hurting too, but I still want to help, I want to do what I can.  It made no sense………….and yet it happened, thanks be to God.
You know the Bible is full of accounts that made no sense too, at least no sense until we see the hand of God at work.  As RoseAnn read for us from Genesis this morning, it made no sense that Sarah and Abraham would have their first child together when Abraham was 100 and Sarah was 90 years old.  Why Abraham even laughed aloud in disbelief when God told him that Sarah would bear him a son named Isaac because it made no sense at that ripe old age.  At CARES it made no sense that when we needed architectural drawings for permitting and construction, a Christian brother named Kenn Tuckey of Tuckey Mechanical Services would step up and say I’ll get those done for you at no cost to the project.  And later on Kenn would go much further to donate the installation of all underground utilities and heavily discount his HVAC system services, saving the project over $43,000 in all.  Like Abraham, I might have laughed aloud in disbelief too, at Tuckey’s generosity in a down economy, except I know Kenn’s heart and that he is a true servant of God.
It made no sense that Noah would gather his family and build an ark in the middle of dry land amidst the ridicule of his friends and neighbors simply because God told him to.  That made no sense at all to anyone from the outside looking in.  It also made no sense that John Gleim, Jr. would be in my office for a meeting, making small talk about how slow business was and how things were so tight, yet when I mentioned the CARES Resource Center project John’s eyes lit up and he said we’ll help with that – we’ll take care of all the excavating and backfill for you at no charge.  John’s gracious offer especially made no sense to me because I hadn’t even asked him yet!!!

While confined in Jerusalem by the king of Judah, the prophet Jeremiah was told by God that Jerusalem was about to be conquered by Babylon, and its inhabitants taken into exile.  So what does Jeremiah promptly do?  Something that made no sense - he buys land in Judah just as it’s about to be overrun and taken from him, to demonstrate his faith in God’s ultimate restoration.  It made no sense that over 50 people from Brethren in Christ Church would volunteer to take time off work in a tenuous job climate and together erect the framing and roof of the CARES building in 3 days in Amish barnraising fashion. 
It made no sense, did it, that the walls of Jericho would fall to the sounds of trumpets and shouting so Joshua’s army could take the city.  It made no sense at CARES that Sherwin Williams, Pittsburgh Paints, Pennsy Supply, Home Depot, Hite Electric, Beam’s Carpet, Fluss Flooring, Triboro Construction Supplies, and Smith’s Appliances would either donate or heavily discount all the construction materials and finishes that we needed. In this economy??  In these trying times when very little construction work at all is ongoing and many companies are just trying to hang on.  It made no sense, but God was at work.
When Nehemiah asked permission to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem while being mocked and ridiculed and threatened with attacks, such that workers had to have a tool in one hand and a sword in the other, that made no sense!  When Bud Jones stepped up to lead the CARES construction effort, himself working endlessly, sometimes late into the night, so late that I once received an official noise complaint from the Borough that someone was pounding nails after 10PM, that made no sense…..until you get to know Bud and quickly realize the dedicated servant heart that lies within.  And why would Chuck Seiber stand up and say I’ll do all the electrical work for CARES, not only the rough-in but all the finish work too.  Countless, and I do mean countless hours of Chuck’s work later, the job is done to the glory of God.  Chuck is another true servant of God whom I was blessed to know thru this project.

Gideon goes into Midian to stop the oppression of his tribe, and God tells him reduce your army from 32,000 warriors to just 300 and the Midianites will still be delivered into your hand.  Did that make any sense at all??  When Don Mowery read about the project in the Sentinel and called CARES on his own to say how can RS Mowery & Sons help, and then stepped up to donate all the foundation and floor slab work, plus some interior finishes, that made no sense in these trying times.  And yet it happened. 

Mary, a virgin, gives birth to a child, with Joseph standing by her through her pregnancy though they were unwed….those events certainly made no sense.  How could that possibly happen Mary, …….and Joseph, what are people going to say – you will be mocked and shamed.  How could Ed McFadden of Precision Alarms donate an entire security system for the building when he is shutting down his own company??  How could Ed do all the labor himself plus donate the equipment, and when we later added a video camera system say I’ll donate that too.  That made no sense, but God was touching hearts.

It made no sense to the Disciples or to us, that Jesus could walk on water and calm the storm, but He did it.  As companies are closing or moving out of town all around them, why would Brehm-Lebo Engineering, Cianfichi Scholl Architects, Carla Yocum, UGI, E&G Electric, and Hilton Locks donate labor and services to the project? It made no sense, but God was way ahead of us preparing the way.
That Jesus could bring Lazerus back from the dead made no sense.  That the Borough of Carlisle would waive all permit fees for water, sewer, sidewalk, electric and the building itself, install the water lateral for us and then top that by offering CARES $25,000 of their allotted stimulus money at first made no sense to me……until I began to understand that we have good people with big hearts governing this town.
It made no sense that Jesus could make a blind man see with some spit and some dirt.  It made no sense that Dickinson College would offer their facilities staff to help us at some of their busiest times of the year preparing for students, yet they found time to paint the entire building interior and lay carpet for us.  And why would the College’s painters, having run short of paint, go to Sherwin Williams on their own accord and proudly tell me later that they got it donated too.  Why would they do that?  The warmth of God’s love for the least of these was clearly spreading. 
That Saul, one of the fiercest persecuters of Christians recorded in the Bible could become our beloved Paul, one of the pillars upon which God founded His early church, well that made absolutely no sense at all!!  And when the time came in early December for interior finish work at CARES, it made no sense, especially to me, that I had not made any arrangements for workers to install doors and trim; baseboard; window sills; fire extinguishers; flooring; frp paneling; restroom counters and partitions; and a punchlist of items that went on for pages.   Because by that point in the project God had more than convinced me that He was leading the way.  So I really didn’t worry about it.  But as the weather suddenly turned, and the pressure mounted to get this facility open, I began to panic.  How was all this work going to get done – who was going to do it??  
And God said once more…..chill out Jeff, I’ve got it covered.  I put out a call for volunteers and Grace Church folks plus others responded in ways large and small.   Together with Ron “Papa” Bear, one of the most dedicated volunteers I’ve ever witnessed, these Grace guys dug in and said we’ll get it done.  And their talents and their spirit were something to behold.  It made no sense that so many would step up so selflessly in the weeks surrounding Christmas and beyond, and yet it happened, thanks be to God.
Finally, and most especially it made no sense that a sinless Jesus would go to the cross for my sins and for yours.  That made no sense, he did nothing wrong, yet he went through excruciating pain and died an agonizing death for you and for me.  It makes no sense that God would send his son to take the sins of the world upon himself.  It makes no sense until we understand that Christ’s sacrifice represented the very ultimate definition of love. 

Today we celebrate another expression of God’s love for us in this community we call Carlisle – the construction of a homeless resource center that shouldn’t have happened, yet it did.  It should not have been possible in these trying economic times to build and furnish a facility for a final total of $225,000, when it should have cost $500,000.  To say that this community came together at an unusual time, in an unusual way, to complete an unusual project for 45% of its true value is nothing short of amazing.  It is a God-inspired project that I hope you can now understand is indeed a miracle in it’s own right.  I hope this story gives you pause, as it does me, and is one of those moments for us when we simply wonder with praise and thanksgiving at the miracles of God.  It shouldn’t have happened, but it did.  Do you believe in miracles, Allison Church?  And all God’s people said…..YESSSS!  Amen.
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