The Rose

Bette Midler made famous a song some years ago entitled The Rose. One of the lines in this song goes, “Some say love it is a hunger, an endless aching need, I say love it is a flower, and you its only seed.” I immediately thought about that song as I was walking the dirt roads of a filthy, dingy trailer park in Kentucky, one that most of us would find totally unacceptable in which to live. And yet, in the hopelessness of that place, there it was, between the dirt road, covered with dust, and the shabby pale green trailer, a beautiful red rose. And I thought, is that not a perfect picture of God, “While we were yet sinners, He died for us.”
 

A couple of incredible and exciting things happened in the Lakelands recently. On the one hand, I just returned from spending a week with 75 folks from 7 different churches from our association on a weeklong mission trip to Kentucky. Many of them were youth from area churches. They brought fun and comedy to the mission field, and yet, alongside some of the most capable adult mission volunteers one could ever hope to have the privilege of serving with, those young folks had a serious side that enabled 21 folks to be led to the Lord in a week of VBS. And those youth and adults worked in the hot summer sun doing a magnanimous job putting a sheet metal roof on a house, building steps up a hillside so that the owner’s wife could more easily negotiate the hill between her house and her car, and elevating two buildings for a church to get them above flood stage.
 

When I returned I was exhausted, yet thrilled at how God once again brought strangers from different churches together to accomplish His Kingdom’s work. I was enjoying the moments of reflection that comes from being a part of something so grand, when I found myself the day after we returned, at North Side Baptist for the dress rehearsal of Homeland and then the actual Homeland service on Sunday night. I do not know what to say except, “Wow!” Well over 1500 folks jammed the auditorium and overflow area to be a part of one of the finest patriotic worship services I have ever been a part of. With 20 churches sending choir members, the 200 voice choir, along with the orchestra and video presentation, sent an air of celebration and excitement through the crowd as I have not witnessed in a while. 
 

I shared with someone recently that those two events remind me why I love associations so much. Where else could the smallest church choir get to sing with a full orchestra? In some of our churches just finding a pianist for Sundays is a never ending problem. But on Sunday night, thanks to the vision of our Fellowship of Ministers of Music Team within the association, every church had a chance to be involved in something so much larger than themselves. 
 

And that is true on the mission field as well. In Kentucky, larger churches and smaller churches were just “the” church out there in those places that were ripe and ready for the harvest. Twenty-one souls…saved…for eternity…can I get a “Hallelujah” and an “Amen…praise the Lord” on that one! We are all just the body of Christ, regardless of which church or what size church or whatever…we are just the body of Christ…nothing more, nothing less…and that is enough. And that is what I love about associations like ours where so many churches, pastors and lay folks not only love serving the Lord, but love even more serving Him together, as is evidenced in our association thru HarvestFest, mission trips, Homeland, etc. That is the true Church in its most basic form.
Many of our churches go on mission trips and many of our people have been all over the world serving Christ in obedience to His great commission…which is our mission. But Kentucky, just a few hours away, never ceases to remind me that serving the Lord at home is just as needful as serving Him in other countries around the world. In those trailer parks there is enough dirt and filth and poverty and hopelessness to rival most third world countries. I know, because I have been in the ghettos of Brazil, the dirty streets of Honduras and the trailer slums in Appalachia in several states, and quite frankly, there is not a lot of difference. Here in Appalachia, my heart is always stolen by what I see. When I return I always feel guilty for the world that I return to, a fine home, a job I love, a place where I can put away for the future instead of just living day to day. I know I’m blessed! 

 

It is in these moments that God reminds me that there really isn’t any difference between my neat and nice world where there are ugly attitudes, stealing, pornography, plenty of lostness, versus the lives I encounter on the mission field anywhere. In fact, sometimes it takes just something as simply as a rose along a dirty, dusty road, beside a dingy, faded trailer, to remind me that God is everywhere, I just have to look sometimes to see him. In Kentucky, Joyce Cobb would daily fix me a snack to eat between meals to keep my sugar up (I’m hypoglycemic). One day as I passed that rose bush, I saw two little boys on bikes and I stopped, rolled down my window and asked them if they would each like to have a fresh made, bacon biscuit. At first, their toughness wouldn’t let them drop their guard, so I asked again, and while one looked at the other, I stuck those bacon biscuits out the window and they took them. Man, you would have thought I’d really done something, as smiles came on their faces and they lit off on those bikes going who knows where to devour their special gifts. I hadn’t given them much, but I had given them something that had been given to me, something that gave them hope and brought a smile on an otherwise filthy, unkempt face. Much like the gospel, which has been entrusted to us, we too must give it away, replacing emptiness with hope.
 

The rose…how beautiful a picture! So simply, so beautiful, so out of place in that place, yet that is the picture of the Church on mission. To all those mission volunteers, I say that “love, it is a flower, and you, it’s only seed.”  I was touched by what I saw, by you who ministered so lovingly and unconditionally, and I was moved by those who were being ministered too. Thank you each for sowing seeds of love which will indeed blossom into something incredibly beautiful when sown in Jesus name.     
 
