Dogs in the Chicken Coop

“You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, 

for that is what I am. John 13:13 (NIV).

Welcome:

Good morning.  I bring you greetings from the Madison Campus Church of Seventh-day Adventists in Madison, TN.  It is wonderful to be back here this morning.  I haven’t set foot in this building for about 25 years.  It looks quite a bit different, but the memories are still the same.  And I have a lot of good ones that come rushing back as I stand here in this gymnasium.  

I hope you’ll forgive me, if in the course of today’s discussion I refer to this place as RJA (Redding Junior Academy) or (and here I’m really dating myself) Lawncrest Junior Academy.  I see some of you who know what I’m talking about, and that puts you right there with me in that age group!  

No matter what we call this place, though, it is a blessing to be back here today.  Because there’s one thing that never changes.  That is the quality of Adventist Education—Amen?  And the reason Adventist education is so sound is because it is what I call “Education the Christ-Way.”  Those who taught here 25 years ago knew how to teach the Christ Way.  And I have a feeling that those who teach here today still do.  Today I’d like to spend just a few moments defining what I feel is the Christ Way of education, and in the course of doing that reminisce just a little about how things were “back in the day.” 

First, though, I’d like to start with a word of prayer.

Prayer

INTRODUCTION

The greatest teacher there has ever been or could ever be was Christ.  And teaching was not just a side effect of his other work here on earth—it was part of the reason he came here.  Isaiah 48:17 says, 

This is what the LORD says— 
       your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: 
       "I am the LORD your God, who teaches you what is best for you, 
       who directs you in the way you should go.
So Christ’s role as a teacher was prophesied even before the baby’s birth.
And Matthew 4:23 says, 
Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, 





and healing every disease and sickness among the people.
Teaching, preaching, and healing.  All a part of the package.  And I’d like to propose today 4 ideas that Christ taught, that my teachers 25 years ago taught, and that I hope our Adventist educators continue to teach, and those 4 ideas are as follows:


1. Ask the Tough Questions


2. Show Compassion to Others


3. Know that God is in Control


4. Give Praise in all Situations

And I’d like to spend just a few moments on each of these areas this morning.

#1 Ask the tough questions – This one is near and dear to my heart, because although I feel every good teacher encourages students to ask the tough questions, the class that taught me this idea most clearly was my English class with Miss Fisher (who is now Mrs. Halverson).  
Miss Fisher was very young, and very pretty.  And in her quiet, gentle manner she taught us to ask the tough questions, but more importantly she taught us how to answer them.  She taught us how to think critically and write papers that expressed our ideas in a clear and coherent way.  As I tell my writing students all the time, it doesn’t matter if you have the best ideas in the world, if you can’t express them you can’t do any good for anyone.  You can’t make any changes.  And every good writing instructor knows that all writing is always about asking questions.  It is always where we start.  Asking questions is the only way to come to answers.  And not being afraid to search for answers is critically important in today’s society where we are constantly bombarded with tough questions.  

25 years ago I think we were less willing as a community to ask tough questions.  In part, we weren’t required to.  Life was simpler.  But the really important questions have always been there, just in different forms.  And it is my opinion that the teachers who stood out in excellence then, and especially now, are those who not only request, but require their students to ask tough questions and look to God for the answers.  God LOVES a good question.  I believe this with all my heart!  And the reason he loves a good question is because he wants us to know the truth about who he is—to know him.  And asking tough questions should always be done with the goal of truth seeking in mind.  Christ taught us to ask the tough questions.  He very frequently answered questions with questions of his own.  
Obviously writing is important to me, because I became an English teacher.  But the value of writing touches everyone who desires to make a change.  Writing allows us to clarify our thoughts and ideas.  Writing gives us the most control over our ideas.  And writing allows us to revise to perfection.  Thinking is a way of coming up with ideas, but it is not very controlled.  I’m sure you are aware of the fact that our minds can flit back and forth between ideas pretty quickly—especially if we’re female.  And this “stream of consciousness” may stimulate ideas, but it would be a pretty tough form to use for expression.  Speaking is a little more controlled, because in order to speak we have to have some organization to our thoughts.  But once words are spoken, they cannot be taken back.  Writing gives us the most control over our thoughts and ideas, because writing always involves revision.  And thus we can clarify our ideas and make sure that we’re saying exactly what we mean to.  
Wendell Berry, is a former professor of English at the University of Kentucky and the author of many books of essays, poetry and novels.  And he summed up the effect of asking the tough questions in a way I love.  He said it was like “Dogs running loose in the chicken coop of all my settled notions.”  My grandma had a chicken coop when I was a little girl.  And if any of you have grown up around chickens you know what it is like to upset the chicken coop.  Just going in to collect eggs always “stirred things up.”  Christ liked to stir things up.  Indeed, I believe his example was to teach us not to be afraid to stir things up.  Luke 23 verses 1-6 says:
Then the whole assembly rose and led him off to Pilate. And they began to accuse him, saying, "We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ, a king." So Pilate asked Jesus, "Are you the king of the Jews?" "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied. Then Pilate announced to the chief priests and the crowd, "I find no basis for a charge against this man." But they insisted, "He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching. He started in Galilee and has come all the way here." On hearing this, Pilate asked if the man was a Galilean. When he learned that Jesus was under Herod's jurisdiction, he sent him to Herod, who was also in Jerusalem at that time. 

Pilate didn’t want to deal with Jesus.  Why?  Because he stirred things up.  He was like a dog in the chicken coop.  In Miss Fisher’s English class 25 years ago I learned not to be afraid to stir things up in order to find the truth.  And I learned how to express the truth I found so others could be persuaded as well.

#2 The second idea that I believe Christ taught was to show compassion to others, and 25 years ago we learned this aspect of Christ’s character in Ed Phillips’ bible class.  Mr. Phillips’ genuine smile and soft-spoken tone encouraged a gentle classroom environment, which was no small feat with a group of teenagers.  We affectionately called Mr. Phillips Grandpa.  I’m sure there’s a story behind the reason why, but I can’t recall it at this time.  It’s just what we called him, and it stuck.  
Many of the facts I learned about scripture in Mr. Phillips’ class, I have used today in my own studies or my Sabbath school class at Madison Campus Church.  I have a couple of pages in the back of one of my old Bibles that contain notes taken during one of our class discussions on Daniel and Revelation that I have used on more than one occasion.  And I’m proud to announce that I can still recite the 10 kingdoms represented by the 10 horns in Daniel 7!  Oh, and there are some faces I see in the audience of those I KNOW will know what I’m talking about when I say the words “Daniel’s Diet.”  I went without ketchup on my Morningstar Sausage for 10 days to get credit for that assignment!  And I will tell you truthfully –I barely survived!  Mr. Phillips taught us a lot about the life and character of Christ in those classes.  And Christ the compassionate was a frequent focus of our studies.  But I think Mr. Phillips knew a secret, and that is that Christ the Compassionate met people where they were.  
Matthew repeats a part of what he said in Chapter 4, again in chapter 9 verses 35-37, adding a bit more detail.  It says:
Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.
That verse clearly shows us that the compassionate element of Christ’s character was set forth as an example for us to follow.  He showed compassion on everyone he met, from the woman at the well to the leper.  From the woman with the blood disorder to the blind man.  
We learned a lot about doctrine and theology in Mr. Phillips’ class, but my recollection is that we often learned without even opening our textbooks.  Mr. Phillips knew that my class of 12 students was particularly interested in music.  And he spent time regularly trying to incorporate the things we loved into his own lesson plans.    He met us where we were, just like Jesus did.  Because he knew this was our reality.  This was what we cared about.  This is where he could most effectively reach us.  Sometimes we studied, and sometimes we sang and played (or even wrote) songs about the Compassionate Christ Mr. Phillips helped us know. Matthew 22:37-40 says: 
Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets."
Jesus introduced those he met to God, the Father, who is love.  He revealed our Heavenly Father to us through His words and actions which declare God as One who desires the very best for every human being on earth. Jesus showed us what love will do. He showed us a compassionate God.  He showed us the power of compassion—its ability to save lives, its ability to save souls.
The message that Christ taught is that love and compassion can conquer our fears and make our characters more like God’s.  This is the message Mr. Phillips taught my class years ago by following Christ’s example and showing us the meaning of compassion.
#3 The third element of Christ’s teaching is to Recognize that God is in control.  Clarence Courier brought this idea to life for us in science class 25 years ago.  There is no better place to learn about the power and omnipotence of God than through a study of the physical world he has provided for us.  
In the adult Sabbath School Quarterly we just finished a discussion of Ecclesiastes, and one of the most prominent themes in this book is the idea that God is in Control.  For a girl with degrees in both Chemistry and English, last quarter’s discussion made me feel like a kid in a candy shop.  I was able to lose myself in the literary elements always present in Solomon’s writing, and I was equally able to revel in Solomon’s knowledge of and reference to science, and more importantly, God’s control over nature.  I relate to Solomon, because although I may not be a true intellectual like he was, I enjoy the idea of knowledge.  I enjoy learning.  And I think Solomon knew what we all eventually have to learn.  And that is this:  Once you’ve asked the tough questions, you may find yourself with an answer that is not so great.  You may find yourself with an answer that is not what you expected, not what you hoped for, not what you wanted, not what you needed.  And when that happens, when things take a turn for the worse, when things don’t seem to make a whole lot of sense, when I find myself in a state of confusion, distress, despair, my comfort comes from the place I think Solomon’s comfort came—not from the knowledge of an eternal reward, not even from the knowledge that God loves me, though that is part of it.  My comfort comes from the knowledge that God (the same God I learned was compassionate toward me in Mr. Phillip’s Bible Class) that same God is able to control the universe.  Ecclesiastes 11:5 says:

As you do not know the path of the wind, 
       or how the body is formed in a mother's womb, 
       so you cannot understand the work of God, 
       the Maker of all things.
The Hebrew word for wind in this verse is ruach, which is the same word used as Spirit in Genesis 1 verse 2:
Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.
This is the God who created the universe, and there he is with his spirit hovering over the waters he’s about to form into oceans.  I think this God MUST be able to handle my life.  And that brings me more comfort than anything, in this world of sin and sorrow.  I believe it also brought comfort to Christ in his most difficult times.  Matthew 26:36-39 recounts these words of Christ:

“Sit here while I go over there and pray. My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.”

And so he fell on the ground on his face and prayed:

My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will." 

All the while recognizing God’s omnipotence and power.  I believe finding comfort in that knowledge.  And just as he turned to God for strength in the Garden of Gethsemane, he taught his disciples to turn to God in Matthew 6:9-14:
In this manner, therefore, pray: Our Father in heaven, Hallowed be Your name.  Your kingdom come. Your will be done On earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread.  And forgive us our debts, As we forgive our debtors. And do not lead us into temptation, But deliver us from the evil one. For Yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen. 
In this way Christ taught his disciples that God is in control.  He taught them this because he knew it would comfort them.  The Lord’s prayer teaches us that God rules heaven and earth, that he provides sustenance for our physical needs, that he has the power to Save or Destroy, and that all power and glory are his—forever!  

Mr. Courier was what you could call the strong, silent type.  His intelligence was obvious, and the fact that he was the 10th grade home room teacher made him seem quite imposing to us in 8th grade.  But by the time we got to his home room we had long since discovered that behind that quiet intelligence and strength was a man who was incredibly gentle and loving.  We never had an opportunity to play much in Mr. Courier’s class.  I suspect this was partly because of his demeanor and partly because of our awareness of our impending departure from Redding Junior Academy—as our 10th grade year drew to a close.  But we managed to have a few moments of fun with the class rattle snake, tad poles and flowers we collected in the field next door that now houses Lowes and Starbucks, and games of Sardines in the forest when we were supposed to be collecting insects.  We had our own kind of fun with Mr. Courier.  And through our discussions of the physical world in his class 25 years ago we learned the same thing Christ taught his disciples:  God is in control.
In all honesty, I still struggle with this concept more than any other today.  It represents what I consider to be one of my greatest spiritual shortcomings.  I always seem to forget that God is in control.  Well, I don’t exactly forget, but I forget to remember in a timely fashion.  I remember—but only after I’ve struggled much too long and wasted too much time trying to deal with problems on my own.  It always takes me by surprise when I remember the comfort that I always find in the knowledge that God is in control.  And then I wonder why I ever forgot.  Isaiah 66: 1-2 reminds us all:
Thus says the LORD: "Heaven is My throne, And earth is My footstool. Where is the house that you will build Me? And where is the place of My rest? {2} For all those things My hand has made, And all those things exist," Says the LORD. "But on this one will I look: On him who is poor and of a contrite spirit, And who trembles at My word.
#4 There’s one final lesson I think Christ taught and continues to teach: Praise God in all situations.  And what better class to teach young people about praising God than Music.  25 years ago, Maurice Woods did that for us.  And what a sorry lot we were!  We were a bunch of pathetic, angst-ridden teenagers who loved the Lord with all their hearts and had absolutely no idea what we were doing, wanted to do, or were supposed to do.  Mr. Woods took that and turned it into something beautiful for God—he turned us into instruments of God’s praise.  
Let me just explain to you right now that Mr. Woods was nothing like the other three teachers I mentioned this morning!  Mr. Woods was tough!  Mr. Woods was a disciplinarian.  Mr. Woods rarely gave hugs.  And misplaced harmonies or missed beats could cause Mr. Woods to frown a frown that could freeze your voice in mid-note.  But Mr. Woods had a smile that brightened the entire room!  And making that smile happen is what we lived for!  It’s what brought us each to Mr. Woods’ room every lunch hour.  
We very nearly fought over Mr. Woods’ time.  You could literally see the little gleam of victory on our faces if we happened to find a moment to talk to him when the others weren’t around.  We all wanted one-on-one time with Mr. Woods.  I’m sure we all talked about different things with him.  Let’s face it, when you’re a teenager there are unlimited issues that can be classified as earth-shattering.  And he was always willing to listen.  In fact, I remember him doing much more listening than talking.
Mr. Woods didn’t sugarcoat life for us.  He told us things were going to be tough.  He taught us to be ready for difficulty, both in our music and in our spiritual lives.  He taught us to strive for levels of excellence in music that carried me all the way through my music studies in college and even today as I continue to praise the Lord through instruments and voice.  And he taught us to praise God in all situations. Trusting in God, no matter what.
Christ taught the very same things.  First of all, Christ praised God himself.  Luke 10:21 says:
At that time Jesus, full of joy through the Holy Spirit, said, "I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure.

And by his own example, He drew others to praise God.  Luke 5:26 says:
Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God. They were filled with awe and said, "We have seen remarkable things today.
And Luke 18:43 says:

Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus, praising God. When all the people saw it, they also praised God.
Because none of us ever got enough of Mr. Woods at school, we often spent time at his house.  We always had an open invitation to his home, and many Saturday nights that’s where we were.  We just hung out and talked and made music together.  Many of those nights went into the wee hours of the morning.  Which meant that Mr. Woods’ nights also went into the wee hours of the morning, as he chaperoned the hoard of teenagers in his living room.  But how important it was for us to have that place to go!

Young people need little sanctuaries away from the hectic confusion that defines their worlds at that age.  They need comfortable places where they can feel safe thinking, talking, asking tough questions, learning about the power and compassion of God, and making choices.  It’s not that our own homes weren’t comfortable, but it’s important to young people that they feel a sense of independence.  Mr. Woods provided us with safe places to go and practice our independence—both at school and away from school.  And both places we praised God.    

In those days, Mr. Woods never said, “You must praise the Lord.”  He never forced us or even encouraged us to make music.  We simply did it on our own.  We did it because we wanted to.  And we still want to because 25 years ago Mr. Woods taught the same thing Christ taught—praising God brings happiness.  Praising God puts our minds on him, not on us.  It worked for us then, and it still works that way today.  Praising God brings comfort, peace, and closeness to the one who created us.  Christ knew this, and so did Mr. Woods.
CONCLUSION:

We started this service today with a recollection of Christ and his disciples around the table at the last supper.  In John 13:13 Christ told them:
You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am.

The he commissioned them to go out and do as he had done.  He was the great example we are all to follow.  So what’s the relevance to us today of all this reminiscing I’ve been doing?  Why should it matter to you that my teachers 25 years ago were great examples of Education the Christ Way?  Good question—and the answer is this:
We are all teachers.  Whether it be in a professional capacity as an educator, in the home with our children, in the community with our coworkers and neighbors, or in the church with new Adventists.  We all have an opportunity to show others the principles of Education the Christ Way—To Ask the Tough Questions, To Show Compassion to Others, To Know that God is in Control, and to Praise God in all situations.  
How blessed I was all those years ago to have the quality of education I received—and the four teachers I mentioned were only a few of the many teachers I’ve had who have been examples of Christ in my life.  But I know that the teachers here at Redding Adventist Academy today are still willing to stir things up in the chicken coop.  I know this because God has blessed this school.  And he continues to bless those connected to it.

John 3:2 says, 
A pupil is not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his teacher.

And whether we’re talking about Christ or our earthly teachers, I can’t think of a better outcome for any of us today, can you?

PRAYER
