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Plymouth Congregational Church
2001 E. Grand River Avenue

Lansing, MI 48912

May 29, 2011

FROM PLYMOUTH’S PULPIT

“The Tides of Time”

The Rev. Joy A. Baumgartner, Interim Senior Minister
II Timothy 4:1-8
In the fourth act of Shakespeare’s play “Julius Caesar,” he puts these words on the lips of 

 Brutus as he attempts to enlist Cassius in his plot to assassinate Caesar: “There is a tide in the affairs of men which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; omitted, all the voyages of their life are bound to shallows and in miseries. On such a full sea are we now afloat and we must take the current when it serves, or lose our ventures.”


Indeed, the men and women so many centuries ago, in gathering to worship god and founding Plymouth Congregational Church must have felt that the tide had come in. If they caught that tide, the effort would be rewarded. If they missed it, they would be trapped in their own procrastination.


Of course, there must have been great debates, just as there were in the time of the writing of this scripture read this morning. In early times, this letter was believed to have been written by Paul himself, but by the 19th century, scholars began to question. The style, language, wording simply did not match the other writings. But as in many Biblical books, this particular book was written in the name of Paul probably by one of his followers who knew him well– obviously depicting his struggle but also his encouragement of the followers in the early Christian movement.


As we read the words today, we find even greater encouragement: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race. I have kept the faith. From now on there is reserved for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord will give me on that day. And not only to me, for also to all who have longed for his appearing.” 
Who among us has not taken comfort in these words at the death of a loved one after a long and arduous illness? And surely our ancestors here in Lansing, Michigan, upon their dying or the dying of their friends, felt those words as their own when remembering the great effort taken to build these magnificent structures where our people have gathered in worship and service of Almighty God.


This passage actually is written to depict the end of Paul’s life where he is held in prison below the streets of Rome on the capital offense of being Christian. The author writes with a sense of urgency and makes two important statements on Paul’s behalf: “Do your best to come to me quickly” and “Do your best to get here before winter.”


Now early Christians reading this knew all about the conditions of winter in navigating the Mediterranean. If they waited until winter, they wouldn’t be able to cross. With Paul nearing the end of his life, Timothy cannot afford to wait a single moment.  We like to think he packed and left immediately.  It would be no easy journey. He would have to go: 
1. north to pick up books and an old cloak, 

2. book passage on a ship across the Aegean Sea to Greece, 

3. travel down through Greece to catch the first slip to Italy.   

4. landing in Rome, he would run up the Appian Way, 

5. find Paul in his prison cell, hug him, read to him from the Torah, pray 

6. and then walk with him to his execution and see him receive the crown of glory in his death. 

That is the scene that is actually described here. It is an arduous journey. But the message is clear: “Winter will come and go, and by next spring, some of our greatest opportunities will have vanished, perhaps even the life of our dearest friend.” Yes, it’s true for each of us. There are some things that you and I can do now that we won’t be able to do next spring – the tides of time will have washed them away.


Until I moved to places where we pay close attention to the tides where your entire schedule might need to be planned around high or low tide, that phrase had little meaning for me. As a child growing up in the Midwest, I knew winter better. I could almost smell the change in seasons and the snow coming. The flakes would begin and then thicken on the lawn and my excitement would grow.  But as I have grown older, I find myself less enamored with the dark and cold and ice of winter.   


But each season presents different opportunities. The tides of time are passing and like our ancestors, we need to act. Next spring or summer or winter, some opportunities will be gone. We need always to seek God’s will in the here and now! It was that attitude that caused every church in America to be built. Of course, there must have been questions and debates: How long will we wait to build? What can we afford? What architecture will we choose?  It was always a long and arduous journey, travelling the road of rules and regulations, all to ensure that God’s house was not only a place of beauty, but a place of comfort and hospitality. And so many people are always involved in that journey. For Plymouth, some of those early members are sitting here this morning.


It’s interesting that as we read this letter to Timothy, we find Paul described in such lonely terms. Demas has deserted him and the cause of Christ. Crescens has gone to Galatia and Titus to Dalmatia. Only Luke is with Paul and his loneliness is palpable as the end of his life is described.   

Thus the letter to Timothy is formulated in such a way to help us feel this emotion. Timothy is asked to get Mark and come quickly. O sure, no matter where we are we can make new friends and Paul had probably made some friends there. But in a time of real need, it’s those old friends, those most important people throughout our life that we crave. We find that true as written about Paul.   


We all know this feeling. There are people all around us that we simply assume will be here next year – yet in reality, they may actually be gone. Some may move, or retire in another area, or grow up and leave home and yes, some may suddenly die. The question seems to be: Are we invested in our relationships now? The author tells us that Paul needed to be in touch with those who had loved him. And like Paul, if we miss that moment, we will always wonder.


In 1971, a young woman wrote this poem about a loved one:

“Remember the day I borrowed your brand new 



car and dented it? 


I thought you would kill me, but you didn’t.  

Remember the day I dragged you to the beach 



and you said it would rain and it did?  


I thought you’d say ‘I told you so,’ but you didn’t.   

Remember the time I flirted with all the guys to 



make you jealous and you were?  


I thought you would leave me, but you didn’t.   

Do you remember the time I spilled strawberry pie all 


over the carpet of your car?   


I thought you would yell at me, but you didn’t.  


And remember the time I forgot to tell you that 



the dance was formal and you showed up in 


jeans? 


 I thought for sure you would drop me, but you



didn’t.   

Yes, there were lots of things you didn’t do.  


But you put up with me and you loved me and you 


protected me.  

There were lots of things I wanted to make up to you 


when you returned from war……but you 



didn’t.”

Yes, the cold and struggle of winter always seems to come into our lives and while the tide is in, like our ancestors, we need to love and serve and cherish and comfort and hug – today! This scripture reading reminds us of those who need a note, who need to know that someone cares, need someone to tell them they are loved. What relationship opportunity is standing right at the door and knocking, hoping you will answer?   


Did you notice in this letter the author describes Paul as unafraid to ask for his needs?   “Bring the cloak that I left with Carpus and my scrolls, especially the parchments.” It’s cooling down in Rome – Paul needs both physical and religious evidence of God’s love. He’s asking for a kind of a “Christian care package;” A holistic approach to pastoral care – body, mind, spirit. What an opportunity for ministry!


We gather this morning and we remember all those who have gone into eternal rest, especially those who have given their life to defend our country. But this day also brings to mind the dedication and loyalty and struggle and celebration of our ancestors who first saw that need for ministry in this community and acted. They asked the question: “Who is waiting for the ministry of Jesus the Christ?”  

If you are in need, reach out and ask, we are here. We are the Church. We will reach out, we will share our gifts and talents and goods. We will be Christ here. 

  Winter is always on its way – the tide is coming in. The question they faced was: Would they seize the day, or let it pass by? Will we?


On Jesus last night on earth, he went into the Garden to pray and took peter, James and John with him. And they all fell asleep! In a sense, they failed him. Yet, Peter eventually became the Prince of the Apostles – the Rock of the Church.  

James was the first apostle to die for Christ, and John was a pastor for years, writing a Gospel, three Epistles and the book of Revelation about his dreams. Those who at first seemed to fail made an enormous impact, but never again would they have that same opportunity to minister to Jesus in his final hours on earth. I believe this scripture is urging us to follow those early church founders – to seize the day, to resist the temptation to procrastinate. We hear the words, “Do your best to get here before winter.” Seize the day!


On Tuesday morning, September 11, 2001, Todd Beamer and others on flight 93 from Newark bound for California found themselves on a plane, hijacked and heading toward New York or Washington. They knew two other planes had already crashed into the towers. Winter was coming all too quickly. They had to act.   


Todd called 911 and spoke to an operator – Lisa Jefferson. He asked her to tell his wife and sons that he loved them. He asked her to recite the Lord’s Prayer with him and the last thing she heard him say was something he often said at home and at work, “Let’s Roll.” His actions and the actions of others on that plane cost them their lives, but saved the lives of hundreds, perhaps thousands.  


The tides of time are again upon us. We have an opportunity to continue the tradition of Plymouth Church:  to honor our dead, Baptize our babies, marry our lovers, feed the poor and the hungry, and to offer fellowship, friendship and a surrogate family to all those who come. We are prepared to serve, to love as God has loved us, to minister in Christ’s name.  


And still, we hear the words: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race. I have kept the faith.” Those we love who are gone now are honored by those words in death. But we, in life now must simply decide. Let’s “Seize the day! Seize the day! Let’s roll!” Amen.
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