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	Chapter 5 of 1st Thessalonians provides us with a brief synopsis of what St. Paul considers the marks of an effective church.  Among the qualities and obligations he lists are peace, patience, rejoicing in all things, remaining in prayer, and devoting oneself to the things of the Spirit.  He exhorts them to live in peace with each other, to cheer up the faint-hearted, and to support the weak.  With his words, he offers them encouragement by emphasizing the importance OF encouragement and how they need to continually lift one another up in love.  He seems to be saying that the church is meant to provide a loving, supportive, and secure space for those who seem to feel that life is a terrible grind and it just can’t get any worse for them.  In the Christian community, ALL members are meant to feel valued and appreciated, to feel that whatever gifts they have been given can be developed and used for the advancement of Christ’s kingdom and the betterment of everyone else.  No one is ever any better than anyone ELSE in the Body of Christ!
	This summons to “encourage the weak” is a ministry, not just of the minister or church staff, but of the ENTIRE church.  This body is called upon to be a fellowship of faith where mutual love and forbearance and encouragement is practiced on a daily basis.  Thus, it is the responsibility of EVERY Christian to strengthen their sisters and brothers, to reach out and lift up those who are downcast or worried or discouraged- ESPECIALLY those who are broken and may be on the verge of giving up.
	The French author and former Nobel Prize for literature winner--Anatole France--believed that nine-tenths of all education could be summed up in one word- “encouragement.”  The automobile industrialist Henry Ford agreed, believing that it was one of life’s finest assets, one he had learned PERSONALLY while a young man.  At the beginning of his career, he endured the criticism and ridicule of mechanical experts who believed that electric engines and NOT combustible engines were the wave of the future.  One evening, while attending an important dinner at which the inventor Thomas Edison was present, he was explaining his plan for a new gas-powered engine to the men sitting beside him.  Edison, seated several seats away, couldn’t help listening in and asked Ford to make a drawing of his idea.  When the crude sketch was complete, Edison studied it intently and then banged his fist on the table.  “Young man,” he said, “THAT’S the thing!  You HAVE it!”  Years later, Ford said “The thump of that fist upon the table was worth worlds to me.”
	Dale Carnegie, who probably knew more about winning friends and influencing people than any man who ever lived, ALSO understood the value of encouragement.  He said: 
If you want to change people without giving offense or arousing resentment, use encouragement…If you and I will inspire the people with whom we come in contact to a realization of the hidden treasures they possess, we can do far more than change people.  We can literally transform them.
	According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “encouragement” is defined as “to inspire with courage, to animate, to inspirit sufficiently for any undertaking, to embolden and make confident.”  Well we certainly know that that’s a whole lot easier said than done!  There are so many among us for whom trying to make it through another day has become a terrible chore.  I frequently hear from some of our older members who are now well into their eighties and nineties how they’ve lived long enough.  They’re tired of the constant visits to the doctor’s office.  All their friends are gone or in nursing homes.  They’d like nothing better than to close their eyes and not open them again until they are finally in heaven with Jesus- and who can blame them.  Several years ago, I was talking to a realtor who told me that his aged mother often says, “It takes a lot of courage to grow old.”  Well the truth is that it takes a whole lot of courage just to LIVE- PERIOD!  But had it not been for the presence of Christ’s Church in the world, for the constant love and affirmation and support of other Christians, greater numbers of people would have given up in despair long before.
	However, the thing that Paul is asking for here is not FALSE encouragement.  He’s not advocating a slap on the back and the urging to remain positive for “everything will work itself out in the end.”  That’s not “encouragement” on the order that Christ requires us to practice.  Rather, to give encouragement in the BIBLICAL sense means to offer people a confidence grounded in the faithfulness of God.  It is to remind persons of their worth as children of God and their significance to the rest of Christ’s Body, his Church.
	The Greek word used by Paul to express “encouragement” is “parakaleo” which literally means “to call to one’s side.”  It presumes that someone or something is under great pressure, that the person feels fearful or weak or overwhelmed, and through our support, by remaining “at that person’s side,” he or she can then stand on his or her own two feet once again.  Ancient Greek authors sometimes used it to describe military reinforcements during battles.  
	Unfortunately and to our shame, the church can sometimes produce just the OPPOSITE effect.  One friend of mine—a minister of another denomination who eventually abandoned ministry altogether--confessed to me how over time, his image of the church as a secure place of love and trust was shattered for good.  He said, “David, I used to think—naively perhaps—that the church was a supernatural organism founded on the transcendent ideal of God’s love, that it didn’t have to resort to the same kind of deceit and artifice and political maneuvering that OTHER associations do.  Well, it’s been a hard lesson but I’ve now come to believe that the church is the one institution that when her people return from battle, they’re killed off by their own members!”
	I know that my OWN life was dramatically changed by a simple word of encouragement received during one of the most discouraging periods in my life.  In May of 1975, while a senior in college, I was offered the opportunity to preach in the college chapel before my teachers and the entire student body.  Although I had previously spoken in a few rest homes and rescue missions, this was going to be my first REAL sermon in front of a REAL, LIVE congregation.  It was a privilege every senior looked forward to with great anticipation.  
	Now the spring of 1975 was an especially difficult period in my life.  Only weeks before, my father had died and I had flown back to New Jersey from California for the funeral.  While dealing with all the trauma and emotional baggage of my father’s death, I was also realizing that I had no interest in serving the particular denomination my college was affiliated with, and I wasn’t quite sure anymore WHERE in the church I was going to fit.  I had even given thought to abandoning the ministry entirely, seriously questioning whether God had really called me to serve him only two years before.  It was a period that some of the great Christian mystics have termed “the long dark night of the soul”- a time of terrible testing; a period of deep loneliness, confusion, and of feeling lost.  Still, I spent the better part of two weeks crafting a sermon that I hoped would honor God and speak to the hearts of my classmates.
	On the assigned morning, I walked into the pulpit of Craig Chapel and after the opening hymn was sung and the Old Testament lesson read, I began to deliver my message- a sermon based on the life of Joseph.  I can’t even begin to remember what else that sermon was about other than that it had to do with Joseph’s relationship to his father, Jacob, using it as the occasion to speak about my relationship to my OWN father.  Half-way through the sermon, I began to feel as though I had lost the congregation and that the longer I droned on, the more confused they seemed to become.  It was a preacher’s worst nightmare- I knew I was bombing and that I was bombing miserably.  When the sermon mercifully ended, no one breathed a greater sigh of relief than me.  I couldn’t get out of there fast enough and return, with tail tucked between my legs, to the sanctuary of my dorm room.  Dejectedly, I grabbed my Bible and sermon notes and headed out the side door.
	It was then that Phil Teeters, a former cop and classmate of mine whom I had barely spoken to during my two and a half years at the school, approached me.  He said, “Dave, Dave, wait up.  I want to talk to you.  Let me just say that that was one of the finest sermons I have heard come from that pulpit- and I’ve heard a lot of them.  Believe me when I tell you, brother, that God has his hand on you.  God is going to use you and you should never have any doubts about his having called you into the ministry.”  Before I even had a chance to thank him for his kind words, he was gone.
	Now church, I believe God creates moments in ALL of our lives which in retrospect were found to be life-changing.  These were grace-filled moments SO powerful that we never again were the same for having experienced them.  Well, what might have seemed to anyone else as an innocuous ten-second encounter between two students became for me a life-transforming event.  That unsolicited word of affirmation and encouragement from someone I hardly even knew and who certainly didn’t know anything of my recurring doubt regarding my call to ministry, felt led by God to approach me and thank me for the word I had brought forth from that pulpit that morning.  In an instant, it was as if the shackles I had been struggling with had completely fallen away and fresh winds began to fill the sails of my faith.  With no exaggeration, I can trace a decided change in my life, the emergence of a new-found confidence and conviction about my calling to ministry from that moment on.  Now, more than thirty-five years later, I can still recall where I was standing when Phil approached me, but more importantly, the words he expressed- that’s how significant that simple gesture meant to me and my life.  God took a simple word of encouragement and turned it into a revelatory moment for me.
	Alexander Solzhenitsyn, the great Russian Nobel Prize winning novelist, historian, and dissident thinker, knew such moments.  He tells how imprisoned for years under the most appalling conditions for his courage in openly criticizing Stalin, he had apparently reached a point of both physical and emotional exhaustion.  He was engaged in hard labor- shoveling relentlessly for twelve hours a day under a blazing hot sun on nothing more than a starvation diet.  He was on the verge of giving up, an act which would certainly have led to his death.  At that critical moment, a fellow worker, who was also a fellow Christian, came up beside him and with a cane drew the symbol of a cross in the dirt and quickly erased it, and then returned to his work.  Solzhenitsyn wrote that when he saw that symbol of the cross, a renewed hope flooded his mind, inspiring him to persevere.  He insists that that symbol of hope continued to propel and encourage him so that he was able to endure, not only in that critical moment of his life, but also during the subsequent days of his stay in the prison camps.
	Yes, church, we CAN encourage and lift up and support one another in love because there is ONE who never leaves our side, ONE who understands our situation better than we do ourselves, ONE who is unfailingly faithful to encourage us when our hearts are cast down and lift us up when our feet have stumbled, ONE who will support us when the load becomes too great- and that is Jesus Christ himself.  As he told his followers, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for yourself.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]	I just shared with you my frustrating attempt to preach my first sermon at Craig Chapel.  Well, as Paul Harvey liked to say, “Now you’re going to hear the REST of the story.”  Five years later, on a cold December night, I was at a Christmas tree farm with my friend Jim to buy a tree I had just cut down.  As I was dragging it to the make-shift counter, a woman approached me from behind and said, “Excuse me, are you David Wood who used to attend Bethany College?”  “Yes,” I replied.  “Well,” she said, “it’s taken me five years to say this but I just want to tell you that you changed my life.”  Believe me, I had no idea what this person was talking about because I could never recall even meeting this person, ever!  “What do you mean I changed your life?” I asked.  “It was that sermon you preached in chapel- the one in which you spoke of your relationship to your father.  After that service, I made up my mind to call my OWN father up whom I hadn’t spoken to in years and tell him that we needed to get together, put our differences behind us, and to begin to relate with each other as father and daughter one again.  Well, David, from that time on, my father has become my best friend- and I have YOU to thank for it.”
	Friends, there is not one bit of exaggeration or hyperbole here; I’ve taken no “preacher’s license” with this story.  I can honestly say that when I look back over my life, I can see example after example of God coming into my situation and working in a most remarkable way- moments when “I knew that I knew that I knew” that it was God and God alone at work!  Those were special moments in which God entered into my world with all its pain and confusion to “encourage” ME, to let me know that I belonged to HIM, to confirm that I had INDEED been called into his service.  It is also one more piece of evidence of how our lives impact other lives, often in the most subtle and imperceptible ways.  Whether we like it or not, we ARE responsible for each other but the promising news is that we CAN make a difference.  
But one last story.  Almost ten years ago, in what the news dubbed “The Miracle at Quecreek,” nine miners were trapped for three days in a water-filled mine shaft some 240 feet underground in Somerset, Pennsylvania.  They decided early on that they were either going to live or die together as a group.  The 55 degree water threatened to kill them slowly by hypothermia so when one would get cold the other eight would huddle around the person and warm him, and when another person got cold, the favor was returned.  “Everybody had strong moments,” miner Harry Mayhugh told reporters after being released from Somerset Hospital.  “But any certain time maybe one guy got down, and then the rest pulled together.  And then that guy would get back up, and maybe someone else would feel a little weaker, but it was a team effort.  That was the ONLY way it could have been.”  They faced incredibly hostile conditions together and the miracle was that they all came out alive together.  
Friends, is that not a perfect picture of what the Church as the body of Christ is meant to be- a place where when one faints or falls, the rest of us rally around the person until he or she is strong enough to stand on his or her own two feet again?  If that’s the case, then that requires that we be more GENEROUS in our comments, more EXPANSIVE in our viewpoints, more CHARITABLE in our actions, and more UNDERSTANDING in our judgments.  The church is not an arena where, like gladiators, we compete against one another- it is a hospital, a MASH unit where we fix and treat one another’s wounds.  And this we CAN do because Christ is with us, Christ is beside us, and Christ is even IN us- guiding us and encouraging us every step of the way.  Only in this way will we ever be able to recover our effectiveness in the world and live out what it means to be the Body of Christ.  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, we bring ourselves before you and ask that you would look with favor upon us.  You word says that you give strength to the weary, so we ask that you would strengthen US this morning- in mind and heart, in body and in spirit.  Bless us each day with the gift of your presence, and never stop encouraging our hearts so that we, in turn, might encourage others who like ourselves live in desperate need of it.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.  
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