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Jim Cochrane - “God the Shepherd”

Hello, my name is Jim Cochrane. I am a senior at Edina High School, and in the fall I will be attending Luther College in Decorah, IA. 

Anyone who knows my family knows that we love to spend time together. Growing up, the best way to do this was on our 7 hour long car trips to our Farmhouse in Door County, WI. When I was younger, our family used to devote a whole month out of our summer to travel up to “The Farm” as we call it, to have some valuable rest and relaxation in the quietness and solitude that comes with escaping from the city. During the day, my sisters and I would ride our bikes around the island where The Farm is located, or would go play with the kids of a local family whom we have gotten to know very well over the years. After dinnertime though, our family would relax in the living room of our cabin. My dad would tend the wood-burning stove that heats the house, and we would sit around, listen to radio and play family board games. One of my fondest memories, however, besides teaming up with my older sister to steal $500 bills during our Monopoly games, is looking up at the wall of the farm and being able to see a giant piece of needlework, with the entirety of Psalm 23, hanging in a picture frame.

Now everyone is taught about Psalm 23 in even the earliest years of Sunday School. “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still water”. As just a young child, I was never fully able to appreciate that bit of scripture. But now as a senior in high school, I feel that Psalm belongs nowhere else but on the wall of the Farm. In this passage that speaks of restoring one’s soul, the only thoughts in my mind are those of the endless summers with my family at our farmhouse. To this day, in the summer and fall if we have had a stressful week, we can always plan to take a weekend trip to Door County in order to recharge our emotional batteries. In some ways, God has led us, shepherded us, to Door County and to the green pastures and still waters.

As of late, my life has become very stressful. I have had to deal with making a very difficult decision as to where to attend college next year and I have dealt with planning a project that our school sponsors for seniors called “Mayterm” where I had to find and plan out an internship for 3 weeks at a local organization. On top of all that, I’ve had to handle the coursework for the equivalent of 4 Advanced Placement classes and have been preparing for the AP exams that are coming up in a couple of weeks. Needless to say, it has become more than just slightly hectic in the Cochrane household. Never before in my life have I ever had to imagine and worry about what will happen to me as I leave the safety and security of my own home for the next four years. This concept is all too frightening for someone only 18 years old.

My nerves are calmed quite a bit, however when I think back to our farm and to Psalm 23. I know that God has provided me and will continue to provide me with a place of refuge and solitude no matter how large the problem. 

From this, I am drawn again to yet another memory from quite a long time ago in my childhood. One day while I was sitting in my basement, I began rummaging through a drawer in the back corner of the room, being the mischievous youngster that I was. Buried deep underneath balls of yarn, marbles and countless plastic dinosaurs, I found a small card, no larger than a business card. On it was printed the poem called “Footprints.” I must say that at the time, I had never heard of this now, near-famous poem, but nowadays, hardly a day goes by where I don’t think of the anonymous words at least once:

One night a man had a dream. He dreamed He was walking along the beach with the LORD. Across the sky flashed scenes from His life. For each scene He noticed two sets of footprints in the sand. One belonging to Him and the other to the LORD.

When the last scene of His life flashed before Him, he looked back at the footprints in the sand. He noticed that many times along the path of His life there was only one set of footprints. He also noticed that it happened at the very lowest and saddest times of His life.

This really bothered Him and He questioned the LORD about it. LORD you said that once I decided to follow you, you'd walk with me all the way. But I have noticed that during the most troublesome times in my life there is only one set of footprints. I don't understand why when I needed you most you would leave me.

The LORD replied, my precious, precious child, I Love you and I would never leave you! During your times of trial and suffering when you see only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.

At our very first meeting regarding Youth Sunday and the Lectionary Texts for the week, I was instantly drawn in when Psalm 23 was brought up. For myself, that text has always been a powerful one in understanding who I am in relation with God. The powerful language stating “walking in the valley of the shadow of death” was always a frightening image as a child, but has since then drawn me in closer to attempt to understand the true message that King David was trying to get across. God is a shepherd. God will never let one of his flock astray. For myself, in all my times of trial and difficulty, I am able to look back at this piece of scripture to calm my nerves.

Now, I understand that attending college is quite a bit different from “walking in the valley of the shadow of death” (or at least I hope it is), but none the less, in any difficult situation that I find myself, either here in Edina or in the middle of the farmland that is North-Central Iowa, I know that God is standing with me, and I will fear no evil.
Lucy Donaldson

Good morning!

My name is Lucy Donaldson.  I am a senior at Minnehaha Academy and I will be attending Coe College in the fall.  Most of you will be happy to know that I will be carrying Westminster’s banner high as I attend this strong Presbyterian school.  Westminster has been a huge part of my life.  It’s frightening to think about stepping away from this church that has shaped my life in such a significant way – from being in choir for 13 years to being an active member of the youth group to serving as a deacon.  Westminster has truly helped me become who I am.

The Romans text talks about love.  It is important to distinguish the different types of love to understand this passage.  Paul is not talking about the love between husband and wife or the love of a community like church but is focused on the love of neighbor.  So who is our neighbor?  They are of course the people on our block, the people in our church, our classmates at school and our coworkers.   But who else is our neighbor, the stranger in the car next to yours, the homeless guy with the sign, or cashier at your grocery store?  Aren’t even our enemies our neighbors?  Our competitors at sports, our rivals at school and work, those of different opinion.  Paul reminds us that we are commanded to love our neighbor but he doesn’t tell us how.  

Last summer the youth group went on a mission trip to Bethphage in Nebraska to work with mentally and physically handicapped people.  The first morning, we walked to the house and as I approached it I hesitated.  I had no idea what in the world I was going to say and do with these people for a whole week.  Before I could turn around and run, the doors flew open.  I entered and a man in a bright red helmet and matching wheel chair wheeled towards me with a huge grin on his face.  The man’s name is Bryan and he is severely mentally and physically handicapped.  He has not uttered a coherent word in years and I am supposed to shuttle him.  At the time the agony of talking to myself intensified as the staff ran up and down the path judging my failures.  When I dropped him off I calmed myself in relief that it’s done.  But luckily for me that wasn’t my last time I got to see Bryan.  As the week went on I got to shuttle Bryan more and more.  The awkwardness was gone and as I fed him bright blue slushy and played his hand game I was not worrying about how others saw me, I was just happy and lucky to be with him.  On the last day I was making my usual walk to pick up Bryan but before I got to his house a staff member ran towards me.  She told that Bryan had asked for me, he had said my name.

Another time I had to practice love of neighbor was when I was a counselor in training at Camp Clearwater.  The first week was uneventful, my middle school campers got along, the weather was perfect and we formed strong relationships.  Practicing love of neighbor was easy.  The second week, however, I had a younger group of girls.   They were fourth and fifth graders and everything seemed to go wrong.  It was freezing cold, every day I had to bundle up the girls in layers of T-shirts and make their summer clothes as warm as I could.  Then homesickness set it.  A chain reaction of tears was a common nightly routine and I was jumping from bunk to bunk to try to stem the flow of cascading tears.  We also had our share of bedwetters in the cabin.  The prospect of drying out another sleeping bag in the morning did not promote humor or harmony among the cabin mates.  Then, if that wasn’t bad enough, the vomit came.  Five of my nine girls got sick to their stomach during my week.  I would wake up with a small child right by my face whispering that she was about to throw up, basically aiming at my bed, my stuff, and me.  After such a week I wouldn’t be surprised if no one from that cabin comes back next year.  Loving my neighbor was a difficult challenge that week but I learned, like Paul said, that I should owe no one anything except to love one another.  Love is what all the girls showed me, and love is what I in return showed them.  

Sometimes in our effort or desire to love our neighbor we think it is easier to love someone who is more like us.  My experience with the girls at camp showed me that loving someone so similar to how I used to act can actually be really hard and loving someone so different, like Bryan, is really natural and easy.  These experiences have taught me that loving your neighbor is not simple or plain.  Loving someone encompasses all the laws commanded of us and takes effort and dedication.  It’s not merely saying it or attempting it, one must give their entire self to their neighbor in love.

Sarah Rasmussen
I have been over-involved in Westminster for as long as I can remember.  In fact in a video that was made for and Interfaith youth group I’m in, I say that my friends have called me a “church-a-holic.”  When this video was made, I had no idea that it would be shown all over the country, much less all over the world.  Now even youth groups in Russia probably know me as “that crazy church-a-holic girl”  

But it’s true… I’ve grown up here participating in the youth group, going on countless retreats and amazing mission trips, Travelling to Cuba, serving as a Deacon, working the front desk, acting in Cabaret and singing in choir, until I became a church choir drop out, for which Chris will never forgive me.  

Apart from church and school, I spend most of my time making music.  My parents dragged me to classes with names like “musical trolley!” and “music for creepers and crawlers!” when I was just 18 months old.  And by the time I was old enough to start thinking for myself, I was hooked.  I’ve studied piano for 13 years, but more recently I’ve fallen in love with singing.  Ever since I started taking lessons three years ago I haven’t stopped singing, or humming whatever song in running through my head.  Usually I don’t even realize I’m doing it, which drives my brother crazy, and the three words I hear most frequently from him are “Just…shut…up.”

This year in my choir at school we were given a commissioned work to sing for the North Central American Choir Director’s Association Convention.  The piece was by Joan Szymco, a composer from Portland, and the first time we sang through the piece I was blown away.  Not only by the music, but also by the text.  Szymco took two quotes by Mother Theresa and brought them together with the word “remember.”

It goes like this…

 “If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other

Remember

All works of love are works of peace”

When I heard the passage from Romans that was read this morning, this poem was the first thing I thought of…
Love does no wrong to a neighbor.

All works of love are works of peace.

These ideas are deceptively simple, and when taken at face value seem even juvenile.  In fact, they are the ideas that we began to learn in kindergarten.  But it seems that we stopped learning them then.  That as we’ve grown up and matured, it is assumed that we’ve accepted these ideas, without thought or question.   If the commandment to love one another is the most important, why do we so often fail?

But clearly this isn’t the case.  It’s easy to get discouraged by people’s acts of hate and intolerance.  

Maybe Joan Szymco is right.  We forget, and we need to be reminded.  We need to remember to belong to one another and to act with love.  

Music is a powerful way to teach that, but so is the work we do here.  

When we were in Bethphage last summer for a mission trip serving people with severe mental and physical disabilities, I was reminded every day, by my friends from Westminster and our new friends from Bethphage that we belong to one another.  Especially one woman I worked with, Amanda.  She has an incredible memory and can recite almost the entire movie “Wizard of Oz,” but often has trouble speaking otherwise.  During an ice cream social at the end of our week together, we were joking around and I called something she did awesome.  Later, she pointed right at me and said, one of the few things I heard her say wasn’t a line from a movie, “you’re awesome!”  

It’s moments like these when I am reminded that we belong to each other. When I am reminded that simply loving one another is the best way to create peace. My friends from Westminster and I have been so lucky to grow up in this church…Where we are loved and constantly encouraged to act with love.  The greatest commandment of all.
Youth Sunday, April 25, 2010
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