YOUTH SUNDAY
July 18, 2010

By Kelsie Pharr

Pray: “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of [our] hearts by always acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my Strength and my Redeemer. Amen.” (Psalm 19:14)


Good morning! For those of you who don't know me, my name is Kelsie Pharr. I've gone to St. Paul's for literally my entire life, so if I don't know you yet, I hope that I will soon. As I was preparing for this sermon I read this scripture in Psalm 71 verse 17: “O God, from my youth you have taught me, and I still proclaim your wondrous deeds.” I thought that scripture perfectly fit today’s occasion of Youth Sunday. 
I have been taught in this church since birth and today as I stand before you all, I am declaring God’s marvelous deeds. I thought it would be wise to give you all an idea of just how much of my life has been spent at this church, so bear with me through this little timeline. Everything began on August 8, 1987, when my parents were married in the old chapel. Two years later my sister was born and was baptized in the church shortly after that. Three years down the road, the world was changed forever, as I was born in 1992, and was baptized in the church a few months later. 

As the years have passed I have made countless memories from growing up at this church. When I was four, I fell down the stairs of the administrative building and tore a hole in my red tights. Roy Hills, the priest at the time, had to carry me to the kitchen to have my bruised knee cleaned up. Sally Putnam taught my first communion class when she was the interim priest here and Tripp enrolled me into the acolyte program shortly after he came to our church. I can remember having church services in the parish hall with the old red kneelers and having to rearrange things whenever church was over.  I remember the giant hill where the playground is now, and how we always got yelled at for rolling down it in our church dresses. I remember Easter egg hunts on the church lawn and Vacation Bible School when it was still held in the morning time. I vividly remember candle wax melting from the torch onto my head when I was seven-years-old as we were processing out of the parish hall one Sunday and how scared I was to acolyte after that.  

As I grew out of childhood and became a young teenager, I became even more active in the church. I’ve helped with Vacation Bible School for the past six years and have taught children’s church for three years. I’ve gone on several retreats, have participated in numerous service projects and have been a part of the youth group for years. More than that though, I have had the unique opportunity to be an active part in the lives of multiple children here at church as numerous families have taken me in as their “babysitter.”  Some children at St. Paul’s I have known literally since the day they were born when I went to go see them in the hospital.  Others, I’ve known since they were toddlers, and it makes me feel very old to have many of them in youth group with me now.  


More than anything, I feel strongly that Saint Paul’s is part of my family.  It’s a second home to me, and I cannot imagine how different my life would be if I had not been so fortunate as to know the amazing people at this church.  In First Corinthians 12, Paul writes about the different functions of the multiple parts of the body and relates that to the different spiritual gifts that each person possesses. In verse 27, Paul wrote, “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.” Growing up at Saint Paul’s has shown me that each person truly does possess spiritual gifts that are unique to them. I fully believe that each person that I have encountered at this church has used their gifts to help shape me and raise me up in a Christ-like environment. Not only have I had the benefit having the spiritual guidance of my parents, but also from countless people within the church, and for that I am truly grateful. 

In his book The Prodigal God, Timothy Keller wrote, “You can’t live the Christian life without a band of Christian friends, without a family of believers in which you find a place.” Well, I’ve found my place in this church, within this family of believers, and I am very aware of how difficult living a Christian life would be without them. If you haven’t noticed it yet, the people in this church are amazing. They’ll throw you a birthday party, lift you up in prayer, and have a casserole to your house faster than you can blink when someone in your family is sick. 

Another reason this church is so important to me is because of the incredible support that its people have always given me and my family, especially in difficult times. Last summer when my Mama was diagnosed with terminal cancer, they reacted with super-human speed to make schedules and prepare meals for us, as well as to daily send us their thoughts and prayers in that difficult time. When my Mama died in September, the people of this church helped my family in giving my Mama exactly what she wanted: a birthday party after her funeral to celebrate her new birth into Heaven. 

Needless to say, I could never truly leave Saint Paul’s because it is a huge part of who I am. When I move to Charleston in six weeks to begin college, I know that whenever I come home I will have a great group of people welcoming me back, and that is something that is truly special. Later on in Keller’s book he wrote, “Only if you are part of a community of believers seeking to resemble, serve and love Jesus will you ever get to know him and grow in his likeness.” I want to thank each and every one of you for providing this community of believers that is allowing me to grow in Jesus’ likeness. 

Now we’ll move on to the real heart of the matter, addressing today’s Gospel message. We have all heard Luke’s story of Martha and Mary numerous times, so I don’t want to stand up here and bore you with something you’ve heard before.  As I sat down to analyze this scripture, certain things stuck out to me. If we look at verses 39 and 40, we can immediately see the noticeable differences between the two sisters. Mary “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching” while Martha “was distracted with much serving.” Isn’t this true of what happens within the church itself?  So often we get caught up in the details and the messiness of things that we lose sight and forget to take time to just be in the presence of God. 

It’s important to know that Martha was not wrong in her desire to serve the Lord by taking care of the details, but we can learn so much from her actions. Martha’s actions show us that being “distracted with much serving” can make us forget the true reasons for our actions. To some extent, I think we are all guilty of doing this. When we set out to plan a church dinner or campaign for funds, our intentions aren’t bad. We are doing something that we know will help others or the church; but we frequently lose sight of the purpose for our actions. We too often let the details consume us, thus making us forget that we are really there to serve God.   

Another example of getting too wrapped up in the details of things is our church service. As Episcopalians, we have it easy. We say the same prayers every Sunday, which makes it very easy to just sit back and recite the prayers from memory while we let our minds wander into thinking about plenty of other things that need our attention.  As a cradle Episcopalian myself, I know all the prayers by heart. But why even come to church if I’m just going to mindlessly recite those prayers to God every Sunday?  


In his book Crazy Love, Francis Chan gives a great account of what it means to honestly pray and worship God. Chan reminds us of the experiences that John had in God’s throne room in the fourth chapter of Revelation.  Chan wrote, “When John recounts his experience of seeing God, it’s as though he’s scrambling for earthly words to describe the vision he was privileged to see.”  Chan then gave this challenge to his readers, which I now pass on to you:  when you pray, honestly imagine yourself in that throne room, kneeling before God. When you sit there and try to picture yourself in that situation, you’re blown away. I challenge you all to pray those liturgical Episcopalian prayers as if you are kneeling before God’s throne in Heaven.  It will completely change how you worship on Sunday mornings and in your personal prayer life at home.


We also have the tendency to make our religion into a self-serving one. We so easily get wrapped up in the details that we get upset when things don’t serve our needs. For example, some people within the church would rather listen to the traditional service music than the contemporary music. But when it comes down to it, why does the style of music really matter? If you look at the lyrics of a traditional hymn or a contemporary song, both offer worship and praise to God. And isn’t that what we’re here for? 

A few weeks ago, I traveled down to Tampa with Sean and two other students to work with a mission group for five days. The first night as we sat down in the chapel, the group, Team Effort, began to play a power point on worship. I thought they put it perfectly when they said “Worship is not about YOU.  It’s about HIM.” When we allow ourselves to be taken over by the details--whether whether they’re about how and where we worship, what kind of music we’re singing or whatever they may be--our works become self-serving. We end up working for ourselves--making sure that our works benefit us in the end. In doing that, we also make ourselves feel good about the things that we’re doing and we allow that to make us think that our good works will earn us our spot in Heaven. 

The fact that I know most of the Episcopalian prayers and can sing many songs from memory does not make my works better than anybody else. My “works” of saying those prayers and singing those songs will not earn my salvation. The truth of the matter is that by allowing ourselves to become consumed with the details of things we forget that our goal is to bring glory to God and not ourselves or anybody else. By allowing ourselves to be consumed by the details, we become much like Martha, who Jesus himself described as being “anxious and troubled about many things.”  Like Martha, we can forget that only “one thing is necessary.”  We all need to take a lesson from Mary, who “has chosen the good portion” and devote ourselves and our actions wholly to God at all times. 

Jesus paid it all on the cross so that we wouldn’t have to work for our salvation. The grace that we are given because of His death eliminates the need for us to get caught up in the “busy work” of life, like Martha did, thus giving us the time to truly sit in and enjoy the presence of God. Even scripture reminds us to “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10), similar to what Mary did when she sat in Jesus’ presence.  As scripture says in Titus 3:5, “He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit…” 

During the anthem we’re going to sing Kristian Stanfill’s song “Jesus Paid it All.” I encourage all of you to pay close attention to the lyrics and to whole-heartedly sing to God. And as we say the Nicene Creed and other prayers this morning, I remind you and challenge you all to envision yourself before the throne of God. 
Father God, I thank you so much for the words that you have spoken through me today. I pray that you would live through me and through all of us so that we may live our lives completely for you, as we are called to do. In your Holy and gracious name I pray, Amen! 
