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II Timothy 4:6-8
OVERLOADED WITH HELPLESSNESS


Last week I received a phone call from the Massachusetts Coalition for the Homeless based in Lynn.  This kind volunteer explained that she was calling to inquire whether members of this congregation would be interested in participating in their back-to-school project.  The Coalition collects donations of school supplies including backpacks, lunch boxes, notebooks and so forth to be distributed to families in need.  I mentioned to her that a similar program is organized by Beverly Bootstraps Community Services, an organization founded by our church and that if we chose to donate to a back-to-school program it would probably be theirs.  We talked pleasantly for a bit longer and then hung up, wishing each other well.
But then I found I couldn’t go right back to the work I’d been doing on logistics for the mission trip.  Instead, I turned my chair around and gazed out the window, thinking, wondering how to determine which families most needed our help – those serviced by Bootstraps or by the Mass. Coalition for the Homeless…which then led me to the larger question, one that’s been gnawing at me, haunting me and maybe you too.  There is so much need out there in that world of ours, so much hurt caused by human-made and natural disasters, by unemployment, by poverty, by illness, how do you determine who to help and when?  Who is most needy, most deserving of our assistance?  And what can we really do anyway?  With all the suffering, all the troubles, what difference can I, can any of us, can all of us make?  What can we do when we are overloaded with a sense of helplessness?  Wouldn’t life be more pleasant if we just buried our heads in the sand, took care of ourselves, and pretended all that bad stuff just wasn’t out there?  
That might be easier…not to be bothered by the world’s troubles, but it would not, in any way shape or form, be faithful.  Those few verses in second Timothy offer a different response, a more helpful, encouraging, and faithful response.  These verses suggest that Paul is nearing the end of his life and as he does so he is able to say, “I fought the good fight.  I finished the race.  And in all times, I kept the faith.” As we move through our lives, as we face the challenge of doing God’s work in the world and helping those in need, perhaps those three phrases can serve to guide and strengthen us for the journey and the, let’s be honest, really hard and overwhelming work.  In the face of so much need, it would be so very good if at the end of each day we can say, today, I fought the good fight, I finished the race and all the while I kept the faith.  
I fought the good fight.  This may seem overly picky as a way to get to a point, but the word in that phrase is fight, not fights.  I fought the good fight, not fights.  We simply cannot do it all.  We cannot fight every battle.  We cannot address every human need.  That would be impossible.  No one of us can reach out to the people of Haiti still reeling from the devastation of the earthquake, clean up the oil in the gulf area, end terrorism, feed every person who is hungry, provide housing for anyone who is homeless, create jobs for all who are unemployed, stop domestic abuse and the list could go on and on.  We can’t do it all.  But each of us can do something, one thing, two, three or four things, but not all of it.  And we ought not to feel guilty or bad about that.  Rather, we need to find that fight to which we can give our energies, our resources, our creativity and fight that battle.  We may be drawn to a particular fight or issue because of personal experience or an event or concern just touches our hearts in a unique way.  But find it, choose it, and fight your good fight.  And who knows what God will help you accomplish?
On August 10, 1976, Mairead Corrigan and her sister and her three children went out for a bike ride around Belfast, Ireland.  Unfortunately that same afternoon, the Irish Republican Army sent snipers to open fire on a British army patrol.  The snipers missed their targets, fled and were pursued by the patrol.  The chase between the patrol and the snipers led them ever closer to the women and children enjoying an afternoon bike ride.  In the end the driver of the car driven by the snipers lost control of the vehicle and it careened into the bike riders, killing the three children instantly.  
In the aftermath, Mairead and two of her colleagues began to organize peace demonstrations.  They founded an organization first named Women for Peace which became The Peace People Organization, a movement of Catholics and Protestants dedicated to ending sectarian fighting in Northern Ireland.  Despite encountering resistance, having their lives threatened over and over, The Peace People walked dangerous roads into Catholic and Protestant strongholds protesting for peace.  Within the first year of the Peace People, there was a 70% decrease in the rate of violence.  The Peace People brought men and women together, breaking down sectarian divisions and rebuilding Northern Ireland from the bottom up.  (from sermon helps, The Nobel Prize)
Spurred by tragic personal experience, Mairead Corrigan began to fight her good fight.  She and a colleague were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1976.  They didn’t end hunger or solve the issue of homeless…they fought one, very worthy, very good fight.  And that fight made a difference in the world. 
Each of us needs to choose our fight, maybe a couple of fights…maybe it’s supporting Harborlight Community Partners’ program to provide affordable housing, maybe it’s feeding hungry people, maybe it’s caring for God’s creation.  And we need to choose our method, fundraising, letter-writing, praying, protesting.  But it’s okay, we have to recognize we can’t do it all – there’s no guilt to be had in that.  But choose, go for it, so at the end of the day you can say, I fought the good fight, the fight I was drawn to, the fight God called me to.
And then stick with it…be able to say, I finished the race.  That phrase is all about perseverance, commitment, hanging in and fighting the good fight even when success seems impossible or distant.  The work can be draining, setbacks difficult to take, but we are called to finish, to keep at it, not to give up, but to finish the race.
The sermon “Never Give Up” tells of some setbacks experienced by some rather famous people.  For example, it turns out that after Fred Astaire’s first screen test, the MGM testing director wrote this memo about him, “Can’t act.  Slightly bald.  Can dance a little.”  One of Beethoven’s teachers said he was hopeless as a composer.  And the editor of the Kansas City Star fired a young cartoonist named Walt Disney because he said Disney couldn’t draw and wasn’t creative?  Albert Einstein did not speak until he was four years old, couldn’t read until he was seven and his teacher once described him as “mentally slow, unsociable and adrift forever in his foolish dreams.” Think of all the genius our world would have missed out on if any one of those men had given up after receiving such negative feedback.  Yet something inspired them to keep going.  As we each fight our good fights, there will, no doubt, be moments of negative feedback – a grant for construction costs for an affordable housing complex is denied; people laugh at your efforts to care for the environment with recycling education; you work in Louisiana to help victims of hurricane devastation and the work is destroyed by another storm or by an oil leak – setbacks can abound – but as God’s faithful children we are called to finish the race, keep going, fight our good fight. Stay committed.

There’s a story about a young man who went to a photography studio one day to have a framed picture of his girlfriend duplicated.  To do so, he had to take the picture out of the frame.  The studio owner noticed there was an inscription on the back of the photograph that said, “My dearest Tom, I love you with all my heart.  I love you more and more each day.  I will love you forever and ever. I am yours for all eternity.”  It was signed Diane, and then Diane had added this postscript. “P.S. If we ever break up, I want this picture back.”  Although we might sympathize with Diane if it was a really good picture, that’s not the kind of commitment described in II Timothy.  The Bible is encouraging us, admonishing us, to stick with it, even when the going gets tough, even when it seems we are failing more than we are succeeding, to finish the race.
Liz Beattie, a retired teacher and member of England’s Association of Teachers, has argued that repeated failures can damage a student’s interest in learning.  She agrees that students who do not do work need to incur some consequences.  She was more concerned about the student who tries, works and studies diligently but who frequently needs a bit more time or a bit more help to master the course material.  Beattie has tried to make adjustments to academic grading systems so that rather than quickly failing a struggling student, he or she can do extra work, add-ons she calls them, and defer the success of the exam.  Wesley Paxton, her colleague, concurs saying, “Elsewhere we applaud those who persevere, like marathon contestants who take days to compete.  It’s time we made the word ‘fail’ redundant and replaced it with ‘please do a bit more.’”  (sermon resource:  Deferred Success)
Let’s not get into a debate about educational theory, but rather take from that the truth that sometimes when we work on a project, fight our good fight, we will not see a lot of success.  There may be times when we are worn down by set-backs and seeming failure.  But Scripture urges not to give up, to stay committed, to fight the good and finish the race.  

And while we’re doing all of that to keep the faith, to keep the faith in God who will guide and strengthen us, to turn to our faith for wisdom and direction.  We have not been sent out into the world to fight the good fight without any help.  There is help, there is a model, a path for us to follow – it’s the life and teaching and Jesus Christ.  That life, Jesus’ life, instructs us to have mercy, to fight for justice, to fight the good fight to live God’s love.  (I feel like such a Baptist preacher now!)  
A speaker was addressing a large assembly of Christian men, about 42,000.  The speaker said to them, “On the count of three, I want you to shout out as loud as you can the name of the town where you now live.”  As you can imagine, there was a cacophony of sound as the men shouted out their hometowns.  Then the speaker asked them to shout out the name of the denomination to which their church belonged.  Again, it sounded like loud noise with no one listening to each other.  Next the speaker asked them to yell out their favorite sport.  Again, there was just noise and confusion.  Finally he asked them on the count of three to shout out as loud as they could the name of their Savior and in unison, 42,000 men shouted Jesus!  That story may strike you as hokey.  But Jesus can save us from meaninglessness.  If we follow his example, do the will of God as he did, fight the good fight to live God’s love, then even when we grow weary, tired, when we feel we see more failure then success, we can keep the faith and go on.  

There’s a world out there – one with an extraordinary amount of need.  We have every right to feel overloaded with helplessness.  We, not one of us, can take care of it all.  But we, all of us, can do something.  Together, may we be able to say, I fought the good fight.  I finished the race.  And all the while I kept the faith.   

