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Good morning. It is good to be with you. My name is Lyle Miller, and I bring you greetings from 

Waterford Mennonite Church, where I previously served as a pastor and where I worship regularly when 

I am at home in Goshen, Indiana. 

Oh wait, I am at Waterford Mennonite Church. And this is graduation Sunday. And this morning, we get 

to celebrate this great accomplishment of your reaching the end of your high school career, careers 

filled with many accomplishments, in the classroom, on the stage, in athletic accomplishment, and 

more.  

And filled with many activities at church. As I reflect back on the eight and a half years that I pastored at 

Waterford, your class is very much at the center of the memories I have:  

 For those of you who were already attending Waterford as a child, you began Venture Club 

when I did. During your third-grade year Bonnie and I shared a role as interim minister to 

children, as she made the transition to teaching full-time, and I began to dip my toes into the 

world of pastoral ministry. Perhaps you remember that first night, when we hot-glued together 

those candy trains for the MCC sale. We probably burned our fingers together. (There’s one of 

them here on the stage.) 

 A few years later, when my responsibilities grew to include working with middle school and high 

school students, you joined me. My first full school year of working with youth was the year that 

you began Junior MYF. It was your first Winter Youth Retreat and Know Jesus, and you were 

introduced to the “sex box” when Bonnie and I joined you for the “Created By God” series in 

Sunday school. For the uninitiated, the “sex box” was this purple box, and every time we talked 

about sexuality and relationships in Junior MYF or MYF, we would make this box available. It was 

a place where students could write down questions that they didn’t feel comfortable asking out 

loud, and then we as adults would try our best to answer them. 

  An unfortunate habit that I have is that I am horrible about throwing out stuff, because I 

think I might want to come back to it. And sure enough, last year when I was cleaning out my 

office, I came across the cards from that time when you were in 7th grade. We’ll come back to 

one of the questions a little later, in case I didn’t answer it completely enough the first time 

around. 

 And then there was high school, filled with even more activities in congregational life. The adults 

that know you wouldn’t be surprised when I say that you engaged quickly with the MYF, 

jumping in with both feet, including the feet that you covered in paint to leave your mark on the 

wall in the MYF room. We went to DOOR in Chicago together, and you’ll remember the learning 
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experience that was, whether experiencing poverty by walking around in the park and asking 

people for enough money to eat, or putting ourselves in the uncomfortable position of leading 

activities for a large group of rambunctious students that are not much younger than ourselves. 

You handled yourselves marvelously, just like you did the next year at convention in Kansas City, 

where we began our week with barbecue and learned the song “Together.”  

So I was honored when, on your behalf, pastor Katie asked me to preach this graduation Sunday, sort of 

our own baccalaureate service. Of course, the first question I asked myself was whether I could preach 

something other than a Stewardship sermon, since that’s what I’ve done the last dozen or so times that 

I’ve spoken in front of a congregation. But as I reflected further, I realized that preaching in Beemer, 

Nebraska, or Wayland, Iowa, isn’t that much different than preaching in Goshen, Ind., so there are four 

things I would like to have you think about and remember on this day. 

First, always remember that you were created by God, and that you belong to God. For those of you who 

were here at the time, you were the first group that I gave Bibles to as sixth graders. If you look in it, 

you’ll see that one of the verses that was highlighted was the passage in Psalm 139 that Jackson read for 

us. Here’s verses 13 and 14 again:  

 For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.  
 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.  

Wonderful are your works; that I know very well.  
 

For my first seminary class, on “Human Development and Christian Formation,” the final project was to 

write a spiritual autobiography, and I flippantly began it with the sentence, “I was born at a very early 

age.”  

In his comments, the professor said, “Yes, at 9 months.” In that response, he reminded me that even 

before I was born, the Creator was creating. From the time that sperm met egg, God was at work in my 

life, knitting together the bones and sinew and vital organs that made me the little baby that arrived 

kicking and screaming 51 years ago. In your own way, God has been at work in your life from the 

beginning. You were created by God.  

But that’s just the first part of this statement. The second is that you also belong to God. Depending on 

your Bible, when you look at the top of Psalm 139, you’ll see an inscription, a subtitle if you will, that 

says something like “The inescapable God.”  In the first verses of this Psalm, David says, “O Lord, you 

have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when I rise up; … You hem me in, 

behind and before, and lay your hand upon me.” In The Message, one of the verses is “You know 

everything I’m going to say before I start the first sentence.”  

Life is not about you. There’s a lot of celebrating you today, but this Sunday, quite frankly, is not 

ultimately about you. It is ultimately about God, because you belong to God. 

Like everything else in the world, like everyone else in the world, you were created by God, and you 

belong to God.  
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The second thing I’d like you to remember is that your life is an act of worship. By that, I don’t just mean 

that you are called to come together on Sunday morning with 300 of your closest friends or with several 

thousand friends at convention to sing songs like “Days of Elijah” and “Peace Before Us.” You are called 

to do that, but there’s much more to a life of worship than that. What I mean is that everything you do 

is a reflection of the Creator, a reflection of God at work in your life. When I first joined the Ministry 

Leadership Council at Waterford more than 15 years ago, we spent time reflecting on a book that talked 

about “worshipful work.” The point was that in our lives we don’t separate our church life from our 

work life, our church life from our personal life, our church life from our secret life. No, all of our lives 

are part of an integrated whole, a reflection of the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Sustainer at work in 

our lives.  

You are not just called to worship God, you are called to live your entire life as an act of worship. 

The third thing I’d like you to remember is that you are called to manage well all of the resources in your 

life that you have been entrusted with. In its simplest terms, I can boil this down to a story from one of 

your Sunday school teachers. Our dear Helen Bowman once shared during worship a story of sending 

her son off to school. I’ve repeated this story before, and I’m sorry, Mark, but I’m repeating it again. 

Helen told of how as young Mr. Bowman headed out the door, she would send him with the words, 

“Make good choices, Markey.” That’s what managing your resources is ultimately about, making good 

choices. 

I told you that we’d come back to the questions in the “sex box.” Hopefully you haven’t been spending 

the last 10 minutes in dread, worried about the question I was going to come back to and whether it 

was yours. You see, amongst the questions about body parts, and dating, and all kinds of other stuff, 

there was this honest question: “Why do we have to talk about this stuff?” 

We talk about this stuff of life because it matters. The choices that we make in our lives in the area of 

sexuality matter, and that’s why we talk about them in churches. How we relate to each other as 

women and as men matters. Whether or not to we live our life in a relationship with another matters. If 

we do, our level of commitment to that relationship – in sickness and in health, in good times and in bad 

– all that matters. The choice about whether or not to have children, and our ability or not to do so – 

that also matters. The decisions about your physical activity as a sexual person, both before such a 

relationship and while you are in it – that also matters. You are at a time and a life stage where some of 

those choices are at their most difficult, but make good choices. And when you realize that you haven’t 

made the best choices, remember that in this area of life, just like in every other area of life, our 

gracious God stands waiting for us. 

You know, as a church, we haven’t always demonstrated our best behavior when talking about sexuality, 

but we’re trying. We’re trying -- and I’m thankful because I think this congregation is particularly 

committed to trying – we talk about this stuff because it matters. 

I could just as easily talk about other areas where we are called to manage well the resources that we 

have been entrusted with it. We make good choices when we follow the “Three Simple Rules” of Money 

– to spend less money than we earn, to save now so that we can buy later, to know debt (to K-N-O-W 
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debt, to understand debt). And in all of those, we are called to live our lives generously. In fact, I once 

heard a person suggest that we are called to organize our lives so that God can give us away. We serve a 

God of abundance, not a God of scarcity – and we are called to manage those abundant resources well.  

That same God of abundance has given us a natural world to care for, 24 hours in our days, a body that 

we dwell in, and a wealth of relationships. In each of those areas, and in so many others, we are called 

to manage well the resources that we have been entrusted with.   

And that brings us to the fourth thing I’d like to leave with you. Remember that your life is a spiritual 

practice. This is a day of celebrating. We are celebrating your graduation as a congregation. This 

afternoon, some of you will walk across the stage and receive your diploma. The rest of you will do that 

in the days to come. And there will be many more days of celebration. There will also be many other 

highlights in your life. There will be the day when the employer calls you with a job offer. There may be 

the day when you propose or are proposed to. There may be a day when a son or daughter graces your 

life. There will be concerts you attend, promotions and raises you get, the meaningful phone call you get 

from a long-lost friend, and so many more exciting things. And if you are lucky, you won’t have to wait 

108 years until your favorite team wins a championship! 

You’re going to have those highlights in your life. Some of them will last a moment, some of them a day 

or two, and some of them much longer. Who knows, maybe over the course of your lifetime, those 

highlights will average coming once a week. 

But there are also going to be some times that, quite frankly, stink. There will be those times when you 

join David and enter “the valley of the shadow of death.” Sometimes that’s a literal death, and many of 

you have experienced that. You’ve had the death of a grandparent, or a great-grandparent or someone 

close to you. It can be especially hard when that death comes far too early. Some of you lost a classmate 

midway through your senior year. I can relate to you – about a month after my own graduation from 

high school, a good friend and classmate was killed in an accident at his summer job. Within a couple 

years, two more classmates were killed in separate automobile accidents. It doesn’t feel right when 3 

out of your 43 classmates don’t make it to your 10-year class reunion. 

And those are the visible deaths. There will be invisible deaths as well. Those relationships that brought 

a particular high? Sometimes they can break down and bring an excruciating low. That job offer? 

Sometimes it leads to a job being lost, or maybe even worse – a job we hate but feel trapped in for some 

reason or other. There are deaths of being hit by cancer or our body breaking down in some other way, 

and any number of other things, big and small, that are a loss of some sort. 

You’re going to have those valleys in your life. Some of them will last a moment, some of them a day or 

two, and some of them much longer. Who knows, maybe over the course of your lifetime, they too will 

average coming once a week.  

One day each week that’s a highlight. One day each week that’s a valley. That leaves five days in your 

week. And from my experience, that seems about right. You know, amidst the highlights and the valleys, 

the reality is that most of us spend most of our time in the ordinary. It’s just the way life works. Our 
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church year has the high point of Advent and the combined low point and high point of Lent and Easter 

followed by Pentecost, but most of the year is spent in what we call “Ordinary Time.” It’s not “ordinary” 

in the sense of being meaningless, but “ordinary” in the sense of having our weeks counted by the 

ordinal numbers, which, if you remember from math class, are those numbers that we count with. 

“Teach us to count our days that we might gain a wise heart,” it says in Psalm 90. 

One of the very best books I’ve ever read on the topic of marriage is called Monday Marriage, by Gerald 

and Marlene Kauffman. The premise of the book is that strong and healthy marriages aren’t built on the 

highlights and the valleys. They are built in the day to day.  Studies have shown that if your marriage 

includes a goodbye kiss in the morning and a goodnight kiss in the evening, it is more likely to succeed. 

It’s not the kiss itself that saves the marriage, although I have to admit that that’s a good thing in itself. 

Rather, it’s the regular commitment to coming together, in good times and in bad, and the realization 

that I want to kiss the person that I care about.  

The same thing applies to the rest of our lives. When I said that your life is a spiritual practice, I wasn’t 

meaning that you should take part in spiritual practices. Rather, I was saying that life itself is a spiritual 

practice of living intentionally. It’s very similar to my earlier comments about our lives being acts of 

worship. 

But those spiritual practices are important. When we engage in the spiritual practices every ordinary 

day, we are more fully aware that the highlights in our lives are a gift from God. When we engage in the 

spiritual practices every ordinary day, we are also more fully aware of that the valleys are also a gift 

from God, but that God is also present with us in the valley.  

And that begins in our childhood and in our youth. I saw a touching example of this two weeks ago 

yesterday when I was writing this sermon at McDonald’s. A man was there with his daughter of maybe 

four years old. As they sat down with their Happy Meals, the man said, “Let’s pray.” And the daughter 

folded her hands to say, “God is great, God is good, and we thank God for our food. By God’s hands we 

all are fed, so give us Lord our daily bread.” Think on that prayer – it’s actually very profound. And it’s 

very ordinary. 

So read your Bible regularly. Thank God each morning for the new day, and reflect each evening on how 

you saw God in it. Come to church, even when you don’t feel like it. Tithe. In fact, don’t see the tithe as a 

ceiling for your giving. See it as a floor to start from in a life of generosity. As Micah says, do justice. Love 

kindness. Walk humbly with God. If you listen to country music like me, follow the words of Tim McGraw 

to always stay humble and kind. Each one of those spiritual practices you engage with is like beginning 

and ending your day with a kiss from God.  

 

So those are my words for you this morning, my dear friends… 

 Remember that you have been created by God and that you belong to God. 

 Remember that all of your life is an act of worship. 
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 Remember that you are called to manage well all of the resources in your life. 

 And finally, and perhaps most importantly, remember that all of these things come together in 

realizing that life itself is a spiritual practice.  

It was my friend J.D. Smucker that first introduced me to the idea that we are not physical beings with a 

spiritual life. Rather, we are spiritual beings living a physical life. And when we engage in this spiritual 

practice of living, we form ourselves more and more into the image of God… 

…the God who created us; 

the God who through the life and death of Jesus on the cross redeemed us; 

and the God who by the power of the Holy Spirit at work in our life,  

continues to sustain us for God’s mission and ministry throughout each and 

every day.  

 

Thanks be to God, for this indescribable gift. Amen.  

 

 


