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This scripture reading from 1st Timothy has been a frequent flyer in the youth ministry of the 
Church of the Brethren.  It is one of the very first I remember being promoted as a theme for a 
National Youth Sunday, and it is easy to see why, with all its encouraging and empowering 
words and phrases for young people:  “let no one despise your youth,” “set the believers an 
example,” “do not neglect the gift that is in you,” “put these things into practice.”  
 
As the theme for Jr. High Sunday this year, one of the most natural ways to put it into practice 
was by engaging the theme with our puppet ministry.  And that is just what we’ve done.  So, 
without further ado, I’d like to invite the puppets to join me. 
 

Puppets enter and wave around. 
 
Now, we’ve worked on some sketches to share with you, but before we begin, I’d like to say a 
bit more about them.  You see a lot of our conversations have revolved around the kind of 
examples that we set in day-to-day living, both positive and negative…. 
 

Puppets begin to interrupt with sounds, random tidbits, throwing things, and a series of 
general distractions.  Puppets then attempt an “improv skit” about being a good 
example, before they are invited to exit when it doesn’t go anywhere… 

 
Well, I have a confession to make.  We weren’t ready for these puppet skits today.  And that is 
my fault.  As their leader, I let these puppeteers down in getting them ready for today, and in 
giving them a realistic opportunity for success.  And that is hard for me to admit.  As much as I 
like to take pride in having everything together, it is difficult to concede that I dropped the ball 
on this one, especially when my failure affects these youth.  But the reality is that I misjudged 
our readiness for today.  It was a mistake.  And so the question that I faced this week in 
preparing for this meditation is “what now?”  When mistakes have been made, and things don’t 
turn out as planned, what next?   
 
As I was entertaining this question this week – a week in which our nation went to the polls and 
also observed Veterans Day – my mind drifted to my own Middle School days.  Back then I 
was quite the patriot, and I have previously spoken here about the two American Legion essay 
contests I won when I was a Jr. Higher.  In those essays, I waxed eloquent about all the virtues 
and benefits of life as an American citizen.  It was pretty much all sunshine and rainbows 
wrapped up in the American dream and seen through rose colored glasses.   
 
In my mind at that time, America was the greatest country in the world and the all-time 
pinnacle of civilization.  Since then, as I have learned more about our history, obtained a more 
global perspective, and gained more appreciation for matters of justice and awareness of 
injustice; my patriotism has become much more complicated.  I have had to come to terms 
with the fact that my nation is not perfect.  We have made mistakes – big ones in fact.  Slavery 
and segregation, genocidal oppression of native peoples, and subjugation of women to name 
just a few.   
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As I thought about that reality, it occurred to me that my relationship with and feelings about 
the church have taken much the same trajectory.  As a youth, I was a “super-Christian” – 
Jesus was indeed the answer for everything, and as the church of Jesus Christ, the church 
was to be a city on the hill, shining the Light for all to see.  But as I learned about our history – 
the Crusades, the Inquisition, the abuses on the mission field – and as I became aware of 
those who have been and often still are marginalized by the church – women, people of color, 
LGBTQ folk, conscientious dissenters – my faith journey as part of the Christian communion 
has become much more complicated.  I have had to come to terms with the fact that my faith 
community is not perfect either.  We have made huge mistakes, and we continue to do so.   
 
As I have thought about these things in the context of today’s scripture, I realized that this 
disillusionment is nothing new.  Despite the beauty and encouragement to be found in this 
particular section of 1st Timothy, there are a few other less than beautiful sections to be found 
in this biblical book.  In chapter 2, for instance, we find a passage often quoted by those who 
uphold the patriarchal bias of the ancient world.  Chapter 2, verses 11-15: “Let a woman learn 
in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she 
is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the 
woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing, 
provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.”1  Our church and our 
culture continue to suffer the legacy of this sanctified teaching.  And consider chapter 6, verse 
1: “Let all who are under the yoke of slavery regard their masters as worthy of all honor, so that 
the name of God and the teaching may not be blasphemed.”  And if those aren’t enough, let’s 
bring it home with these subsequent words of wisdom from chapter 6: “Teach and urge these 
duties. Whoever teaches otherwise and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and the teaching that is in accordance with godliness,  is conceited, 
understanding nothing, and has a morbid craving for controversy and for disputes about 
words.”2 The word of the Lord?  
 
I believe we cannot help but conclude that even the writers of scripture have made huge 
mistakes. And coming to that conclusion, the resultant question is a familiar one: what now?   
 
In her reflections on our text for Jr. High Sunday, pastor Katie Shaw Thompson of the Highland 
Avenue COB had this to say as she shared her own wrestling with such questions:  
 

Communities and faith traditions, like individuals have the opportunity to grow wise…[and] 
one of the most interesting things about the Bible is the way it canonizes disagreement 
amongst the ancient leaders of our faith tradition.  Learning how to understand and 
interpret that disagreement can indeed be an exercise in growing wise.  For me, since I 
believe the writer gets wrong the place of women, the theme, the context, and the passage 
offer an opportunity to discuss the growth of faith communities and how, like individuals, we 
can grow even in spite of our most painful mistakes and missteps.  God’s grace abounds 
even when we get it wrong.  Indeed, individuals and communities sometimes learn the 
most by messing up royally.3  

 

                                                
1
 All scripture quotations NRSV. 

2 1st Timothy 6:2d-4a 
3 http://www.brethren.org/yya/documents/jr-high/2016/Sermon-notes-by-Katie-Shaw-Thompson.pdf  

http://www.brethren.org/yya/documents/jr-high/2016/Sermon-notes-by-Katie-Shaw-Thompson.pdf
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These are encouraging words to me these days.  And one of the things that I think we can all 
learn from our youth is this truth – that sometimes we can learn and grow the most by messing 
up and making mistakes.  When I think back on my own days in Jr. High, I can’t even begin to 
count the times that I screwed up royally.  But that was expected – that’s what we do when we 
are young and learning and growing.  And most, if not all, of those mistakes provided excellent 
opportunities to learn and grow. Yet when we grow up, so often we forget that that is what 
mistakes are for.  Most of us could learn from the example of our youth, who give us the gift of 
letting us see their progress as they grow and mature. 
 
And so today, my message is really simple.  We are all still growing – as individuals, as a 
community of faith, as a church, as a nation, as a human community.  And try as we might, we 
WILL make mistakes, and sometimes we will mess up royally.  But when mistakes have been 
made, and things don’t turn out as planned, what comes next is God’s grace, which abounds 
even when we get it wrong.  And it is that grace which allows us to learn and to grow and to 
keep moving forward, even after we take a step back.   
 
And so I invite us this morning to contemplate our mistakes – as individuals, as a church, and 
as a culture.  And as we do, to remember that, by God’s grace, we are all still growing.  May it 
be so… 


