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“E” 

Texts: Isaiah 40:28-31 
 
Prayer:  God like a baker woman, you bring the leaven which causes our hopes to 
rise.  With your strong and gentle hands, shape our lives.  Warm us with your love.  
Take our common lives and touch them with your grace, that we may nourish hope 
among humanity.  We pray trusting in your name, through Jesus our Christ. Amen. 
 (Ruth Duck) 
 
It was the custom in a rural parish for a couple of the men to take the pastor out fishing 
on a regular basis.  This tradition lasted for years and continued through several different 
pastors.  Then, the church was appointed a female pastor.  The men quietly debated 
whether they should continue the tradition.  They decided to invite her.  But, at least one 
of them wasn’t sure that it would be a good time or that the new pastor would fit in. 
 
When all were assembled, they got into the bot and went onto the lake.  The men were 
surprised when the pastor baited her own hook, cast like a pro and caught more fish than 
any of them.  Then came lunchtime.  One by one each man took out a lunchbox.  The 
pastor realized that her lunch was still in her car.  She excused herself, stepped out of the 
boat and began to walk on water back to the shore.  It was then that the man who wasn’t 
too sure about a female pastor said, “Would you look at that, she doesn’t even know how 
to swim.” 
 
Ever feel like you are living in a culture of criticism?  That even if you walked on water, 
it wouldn’t be enough.  I suspect that some of you feel that way today.  In your work, in 
your personal life, perhaps even in your faith.  No matter what you do or how good you 
do it, it is not good enough.  And someone will be there to tell you the mistakes that you 
made.  You can count on the fact that someone will point out the ways in which things 
could have been better. 
 
Such a culture of criticism, whether in our professions, in our personal lives or within the 
church are often couched as constructive criticism, but the negativity can have a 
demoralizing affect.  Often the criticism comes in the form of comparison whereby we 
are told that we don’t measure up or that we need to be like someone else or we have 
been doing it all wrong.  Churches hear this all the time when they are told, "you need to 
be like Church of the Resurrection or Saddleback Community Church or Ginghamsburg" 
to name just a few.  Such well-intentioned criticisms become a word of criticism because 
it is an invitation to be something we are not. 



Therefore, let me state my goal this morning, very clearly and up front.  My intent is to 
offer a word of encouragement to you this morning.  It is encouragement that is deeply 
entrenched in the scriptures.  From the writings of the Old Testament to the teachings of 
Jesus to the letters of St. Paul, theirs was a ministry of encouragement.  That is not to say 
that Jesus ignored the places where his disciples could improve.  Nor is it to say that 
Paul’s letters didn’t offer an occasional corrective word.  But in all cases, the scriptures 
are filled with encouragement inviting us to be the people God created to be. 
  
Let me begin with the writings of St. Paul.  In the beautiful opening to the letter of 2 
Timothy, Paul begins with generous praise for Timothy.  Listen to Paul’s words, but as 
you hear them, imagine that they were written directly to you.  "I am grateful to 
God…when I remember you constantly in my prayers day and night.  Recalling your 
tears, I long to see you so that I may be filled with joy.  I am reminded of your sincere 
faith, a faith that lived first in your grandmother Lois and you mother Eunice and now, I 
am sure lives in you." 
 
Imagine how good that must have felt to hear those words of encouragement.  To be in 
your presence would bring me joy.  I give thanks for your deep and sincere faith.  I give 
thanks for those who raised you and instilled this faith within you.  Mark Twain once said 
that he could live for three months on one good compliment.  In the opening words of 
2Timothy, Paul has given Timothy enough compliments to sustain him for years!  
 
Yesterday was the 27th anniversary of my formal ministry.  I began serving the churches 
of the Gosport Charge on September 1, 1991.  And my ministry was blessed with 
someone who knew the holy gift of encouragement.  His name was Bruce Buckley and he 
was my District Superintendent.  Bruce was a gentle leader who encouraged those around 
him to be the very best they could be.   
 
One of the stories he frequently told was about visiting the eye doctor.  Bruce was aware 
that the eye charts often had a large E on the top.  He asked why this was.  Whether the 
answer was true or not, the doctor told him that the large E served as a reminder to be 
encouraged.  Bruce took it to heart.  In the spirit of St. Paul, he was a great encourager.  
He distributed a large E to his congregations, to his colleagues, to anyone he met.  He 
invited them to put it on their mirrors at home, put it on the visor of your car, tape it to 
the side of your computer.  Put it somewhere where it will be seen.  And when you hear 
those negative words being spoken, remember to not give up, to be encouraged. 
 
We need those words of encouragement.  They sustain us in difficult times.  They help us 
keep going. A couple of times I have run the Chicago Marathon, a 26.2 mile race through 
the streets of Chicago.  I love the race because it goes through some wonderful parts of 
the city.  You begin on the lakefront and head north toward Wrigleyville.  You return 
downtown and through neighborhoods like Chinatown, Little Italy, Pilsen, Greektown.   
 
The first time I ran this race, my goal was simply to finish.  I didn’t really have a time I 
was trying to beat, just cross the finish line.  As I ran with 30,000 other folks, I was 
impressed with the signs of encouragement.  There was a series of humorous signs 



throughout Lincoln Park listing the top ten pick up lines of marathon runners.  They were 
humorous, but not particularly appropriate for the pulpit.  There was a child in Chinatown 
that handed me a piece of candy.  Such a little gesture made a world of difference.  When 
you are tired and thirsty, a piece of watermelon candy tastes like a piece of heaven. 
 
In the final quarter mile of the run, runners are coming up Lake Shore Drive past Soldier 
Field.  There is a little off ramp that you have to climb.  By this point in the race, an off 
ramp feels like a mountain.  I had been running for about five hours.  I remember 
beginning to jog up the slope aware of the difficulty of each step.  At that moment, an 
older man, a stranger to me, came along side me and said, "When you get to the top of 
this hill and round the corner, you will see the finish line."  It was all I needed.  One 
simple word of encouragement.  And he was right.  His was a ministry of encouragement. 
  
It was Victor Hugo who wrote, "Human beings live more by affirmation than by bread."  
Sometimes what sustains us, what give us the courage to continue is a simple word of 
encouragement spoken by one who cares.  That is our ministry.  To encourage one 
another in the places where God has called us.  It is a great gift indeed when someone 
knows the ideal word to speak that lifts our spirits. 
 
That is the case for the words we heard today from the prophet Isaiah, written at a 
difficult time for the people of Israel.  His words were a healing touch that sustained 
them, kept them going.  They restored their hope and lightened their burden.  The prophet 
wrote, “But they who wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.  They shall mount up 
with wings like eagles, they shall run and not grow weary, they shall walk and not faint.” 
 
Sometimes the things we face in our daily lives can be truly discouraging.  We worry, we 
stress, we feel the criticism and critiques.  But amid those difficulties, I hope you also 
hear the positive message from the one who knows us best and loves us deeply.   
 
One final thing to point out is that when Paul traveled in his ministry, he often took a 
friend with him.  This friend was named Barnabas.  Barnabas is the Hebrew name for 
"Son of Encouragement."  Paul wrote encouragement, he lived encouragement and he 
took encouragement with him when he traveled.  And we are called to embody that same 
spirit today…to travel with encouragement. 
 
May we receive those words of encouragement that sustain us in our daily lives.  And let 
us share this holy gift with all whom we meet. 
 
 
 
 

E 
Be encouraged, my friend. 


