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the diplomas are handed out they award a young man the “Most Out-
standing Student” award.  This young man was born in Russia and came 
to the U.S. when he was ten, speaking not a word of English.  When he 
was a baby, the doctors said he would never be able to walk, but by the 
time he reached high school he made the track team.  After graduation 
from high school, he plans on moving to Israel, live in a Kabutz, and study 
to become a Rabbi.  In the Ryman Auditorium, the person at the front of 
balcony is nearly eye level with the stage.  As the young man’s name is 
called to receive his award, this huge older man stands up, throws his 
arms in the air, and looks heavenward.  He has long white hair, a yamaka 
on the back of his head, and when he leans his head back you can tell 
that this is not the first time this Jewish Grandfather has been in this po-
sition for his grandson.  The boy walks across stage and looks up at his 
grandfather and smiles.   What a moment of grace!   
 
Trust God.  Seek God’s ways.  Serve God with eagerness.  Relax and be 
you, the best you you can possibly be with a sense of adventure, faith, 
and wonder.  We all surround you, like that Jewish grandfather, arms 
outstretched to the heavens, hearts filled with love. 
 
To God be the glory. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



“Discovering vocation does not mean scrambling toward some prize 
just beyond my reach but accepting the treasure of true self I already 
possess. Vocation does not come from a voice out there calling me to 
be something I am not. It comes from a voice in here calling me to be 
the person I was born to be, to fulfill the original selfhood given me at 
birth by God.” Pastor and author Frederick Beuchner says, “Our voca-
tion come from the Latin ”vocare” to call, and means the work a per-
son is called to by God.  There are all different kinds of voices calling 
you to all different kinds of work, and the problem is to find out which 
is the voice of God rather than of Society, say, or the Super-ego, or Self
-Interest.   
 
By and large a good rule for finding out is this. The kind of work God 
usually calls you to is the kind of work (a) that you need most to do 
and (b) that the world most needs to have done. If you really get a kick 
out of your work, you've presumably met requirement (a), but if your 
work is writing TV deodorant commercials, the chances are you've 
missed requirement (b). On the other hand, if your work is being a 
doctor in a leper colony, you have probably met requirement (b), but if 
most of the time you're bored and depressed by it, the chances are 
you have not only bypassed (a) but probably aren't helping your pa-
tients much either.  
 
The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and 
the world's deep hunger meet” (Wishful Thinking). Where is that inter-
section for you?  Each day, my prayer is that we will approach that in-
tersection with eagerness and remember that God meets us there. 
Many people see faith in terms of winners and losers, those who are in 
or out, you’re going to heaven or hell.  I urge us to be the people God 
calls us to be, authentic and true to our faith, and I also challenge us to 
be open to the people God places in our path.  Listen and learn from 
them with eagerness.  In Barcelona there is a poetry competition every 
year. There are three prizes:  The third prize is a rose made of silver, 
the second prize is a golden rose, and the first prize: a rose. A real rose. 
The flower itself. Think of that the next time the term “priorities” 
comes up.  (Reference from Billy Collins). 
 
My friend Mark DeVries tells this true story about the time he goes to 
a high school graduation in Nashville at the Ryman Auditorium.  Before 
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I remember so vividly the year 2001.  I was just catching my stride as a 
minister at St. Giles Presbyterian Church in Greenville, S.C.  I can hear 
clearly the pop music of: Destiny’s Child, NSYNC, Jennifer Lopez (J-Lo), 
Mandy Moore, Usher, the Backstreet Boys, Alisha Keys, and 
Smashmouth’s “I’m a Believer” (from the movie Shrek). 
 
You members of the class of 2019 have always lived in a world of PS2 
(Play Station 2) and Furbies, and you cut your teeth on the Nintendo Wii.  
The first iPOD debuted in 2001.  The show Family Guy was on air before 
you were born, and Sponge Bob Square Pants turned 2 in 2001.  2001 is 
the year the first Fast and Furious movie came out.  Now there are 10 in 
that franchise!  Sadly, none of you have ever had to return a VHS tape to 
Blockbuster or have experienced the pleasure of using a floppy disc with 
your computer.  On a serious note, 9/11 happened when you were so 
little, and you’ve been baptized again and again into the waters of hu-
man violence.   
 
Many of you were baptized with water into the Christian faith in 2001, a 
joyful moment for your families and your congregation.  Through bap-
tism God knows our names.  God claims us in love in life and in death.  
Nothing can ever separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ.   God 
calls, claims, and commissions all who are baptized. Graduations are an 
ideal time to remember our call, our claim, and our commission from 
God.  Will you remember?  Today I invite us to give thanks to God for 
God’s commission to us, God’s claim upon our life, and God’s call to 
serve.  My prayer is that each day we live, we will answer that call with 
eagerness. Like the Apostle Paul, God calls you to serve Jesus Christ.  This 
call surprises Paul.  For a good chunk of his life, he eagerly hunts down 
the followers of Jesus and makes it his mission to destroy them.  One 
day, he is on the Road to Damascus, and God’s Spirit intervenes.  The 
Spirit blinds him for a few days, and he hears God speaking.   No longer is 
he to destroy Christians.  God now needs him, calls him to a new task:  to 
preach the gospel, the good news of Jesus to the world.   



 
Ever thought about what the word “apostle” means?   Literally it 
means: “sent by God.”  God calls Paul and sends him into all kinds of 
places to tell people about Jesus.  With eagerness, Paul answers God’s 
call.  When Paul talks to the Romans, he doesn’t describe himself as an 
“apostle” but a servant/slave. 
I like it.  I like it because it reminds us of something very important 
about Paul’s life.  We don’t have to be anybody special for God to call 
us to serve.  We are all servants.  Paul exclaims, “the gospel is the pow-
er of God for salvation!”  That’s great news for all people!  
Paul takes great delight, even pleasure in being God’s servant, and 
serving becomes his way of life.  Years ago, the artist Salvador Dali 
once said, “Every morning when I waken, I experience a supreme 
pleasure: that of being Salvador Dali.”  I hope all of you experience 
that each day, the pleasure of being you and that you dedicate all of 
you to God. 
 
In addition to “servant,” Paul gives us another nickname.  Did you 
catch it in how he talks about the Romans?  He calls them “saints.”  
Not only are you and I called to be disciples of Jesus, but also we are 
saints! Paul is not talking about some super pious person.  A saint is 
someone striving to be faithful to the water of baptism, faithful in de-
votion, learning, and service.  As a preacher and a parent of a student 
in the class of 2019, I confess that it is really tempting to make my 
message today about the past, highlighting little nuggets of wisdom 
and telling nostalgic stories about people from the past.  Thanks to 
Paul, I know that God calls us not to live in our past.  Yes, allow it to 
inform and inspire us, but don’t pitch a tent there. 
 
Like the past, I am also tempted to do what many preachers and com-
mencement speakers do: talk about the future.  See the future as this 
grand door that will open all kinds of treasures of growth and improve-
ment.  That doesn’t seem to fit.  Jesus teaches in Matthew 6:33-34, 
“Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be given to you as well. 34“So do not worry about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble 
is enough for today.” 
 
Let’s let the past be the past, and let’s not tie ourselves in knots over 
all the- what if-s of the future.  Make the most of the present moment.  
Today, right now is a gift God calls us to enjoy, to make the most of.  

With eagerness and faith, we are to grab hold right now of the life we 
have.  As I think about Paul’s eagerness, I remember a little poem by 
Billy Collins that he wrote a few years ago for people your age.  Today, 
I substitute the word “poem” with “gospel.” 
 
“Introduction to [Gospel]”: 
 
I ask them to take a [gospel]  
and hold it up to the light 
like a color slide 
 

or press an ear against its hive. 
 

I say drop a mouse into a [gospel] 
and watch him probe his way out, 
 

or walk inside the [gospel’s] room 
and feel the walls for a light switch. 
 

I want them to waterski 
across the surface of a [gospel] 
waving at the author’s name on the shore. 
 

But all they want to do 
is tie the [gospel] to a chair with rope 
and torture a confession out of it. 
 

They begin beating it with a hose 
to find out what it really means. 
 
The gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ, is this amazingly rich gift 
from God to all of us.  We cannot tie it down or beat it into submission.  
Instead our faith invites us to spend our lives experiencing its wonders.   
Paul shares the gospel with eagerness, and he calls us to join him in his 
work.  Will we?  For Paul, the gospel is the power of God for salvation 
to all, both Jews and Greeks, young and old.  
 
This is Paul’s sacred calling.  Ever thought about what your calling is?  
Paul believes that God calls each and every one of us to serve.  Where 
is God calling you to serve today? The great educator, Parker Palmer, 
says, “Before I can tell my life what I want to do with it, I must listen to 
my life telling me who I am.” Thomas Merton says about our call: “For 
each one of us, there is only one thing necessary: to fulfill our own des-
tiny, according to God's will, to be what God wants us to be.”…  


