
manger and baptism. Scholars refer to 
this time as “the missing years.” We 
know that there was an early trip to the 
Temple in order to fulfill the purification 
code. While there, Jesus is dedicated 
to the Lord as a fulfillment of God’s 
promise. Simeon and Prophetess Anna 
receive the holy family…warning Mary 
that when all is said and done, her soul 
will be pierced through. Both parents, 
Luke says, marvel over their reception. 
Luke ends by recording the essence of 
the verses used in the Old Testament 
reading referring to Samuel: the child 
grew and became strong, filled with 
wisdom, and the favor of God was upon 
him. (2:40) 

As good Jews, it is not difficult to 
assume that Joseph’s family made the 
annual trek to Jerusalem for Passover. 
To hear Jesus quote scripture during 
his ministry, it is not difficult to assume 
that he was faithfully taught by his 
family and the local rabbi about the 
Law and what makes a good Jew. So as 
his parents leave for home, Jesus heads 
to the temple running towards what 
has been tugging at him his whole life. 
He elbows through the throngs until 
he can boldly plant himself among 
the leading scholars of the day. He 
listens. He questions. And while some 
are amazed, “We have a prodigy on 
our hands!” – Don’t you know that 
others were annoyed – “Who is this kid 
anyway?”

It is probably the question foremost 
on Mary and Joseph’s mind too. More 
than where was he, his whole life they 
were plagued by who is he? And now, 
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Lloyd and I were watching television in 
the den one Saturday afternoon when 
David appeared in the doorway. He 
was thirteen at best, and he got our 
attention by saying, “I’ve made some 
decisions.” Lloyd muted the sound, and 
we gave him our full attention. “I have 
decided that I will go to college in New 
York City at The Fashion Institute of 
Technology, and I will be a merchant in 
the fashion industry.” You will be glad 
to know we kept our composure, but as 
soon as we could get to our bedroom for 
a private reaction, we howled. “Where 
did that come from? Should we limit his 
exposure to “Project Runway?” We don’t 
know anything about these things!”

Now, you know the rest of 
that story. David did exactly 
as he announced: he attended 
the Fashion Institute and he 
is a merchant in the fashion industry, 
remaining in New York City these last 
10 years. What we didn’t realize is 
that David was also letting us know 
that things were changing. He had a 
mind of his own. He was claiming his 
life to follow his passion. The usual 
expectations of parents for their sons 
were not going to happen. In truth, his 
dreams and aspirations were larger than 
our smaller view developed from years 
of living in the same community in which 
Lloyd and I were raised and schooled 
and churched. This claiming of one’s 
trajectory is a developmental task that 
we all experience at one time or another. 
When did you know what you wanted 
to do with your life? It seems to me 
that Jesus is sending up this same flare 
when his parents return to Jerusalem to 
retrieve him.

There are few scriptural details for Jesus’ 
life in the time that occurs between the 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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When did you know what you 
wanted to do with your life? 



he is lost. Who loses God incarnate? We want to 
ask. Perhaps if we looked at our own lives honestly, 
we might get the answer to that question! (Samantha 

Gonzalez-Block, “Let the Journey Begin,” Journal for Preachers, Advent 

2018)

Mary and Joseph search for 
three days for their 12 year 
old. Twelve years of age 
means that Jesus is on the 
verge of his bar mitzvah. 
He is at an age that 
preparations to assume the responsibilities of being 
an adult Jewish male would be in progress. So some 
translate his strange response to his mother as being, 
“How could I NOT be preparing for my bar mitzvah?” 
A stronger interpretation reads like this: (Gonzalez-Block)

Why are you searching for me when you know 
I have already been found? Mom and Dad, you 
introduced me to the turbulent waters of faith. 
You yourselves know what it is like to trust God 
and to dive into the unknown. You brought me on 
long pilgrimages by foot each year to the holy city. 
You taught me how to praise God on my knees… 
You introduced me to a community that despite 
being oppressed continues to faithfully believe – 
no matter the cost. So, here I am amongst my 
people, the ones you showed me to love. Here 
I am in God’s house… Here I am – right where I 
belong – where the Lord has always been waiting. 
How did you not know that I must be here?

No matter how smart and clever we might be, isn’t 
it true that to our parents we are always just their 
child? That’s what Mary and Joseph’s response 
reminds me of…parents who have anxiously looked 
for their missing boy in the big city of Jerusalem 
and upon finding him there are no words of rejoicing, 
just words that speak to their fear and anxiety. Does 
anyone find it strange that Joseph has no recorded 
words? That Mary is present AND SPEAKING says 
that the assembled group must either be in the 
court of the Gentiles or Solomon’s Porch…the most 
trafficked and open sections of the Temple. What 
Mary says to Jesus is a comeuppance. “Couldn’t you 
have been more considerate, Jesus? We have been 
looking for you for three days!” But what she doesn’t 
say is equally important. She doesn’t say, “You are 
just 12, what do you know?” She doesn’t say, “You are 
wasting these good teachers’ time.” She doesn’t say, 
“You can’t make a living being a prophet!” She doesn’t 
say, “We have it all planned out for you to take over 
your father’s carpentry shop when he retires.”

In what way did your parents map out your life?

Jesus is obedient. He goes home with his parents, 
but his parents are changed. Joseph has clearly 
had it defined for him by his son that Jesus claims 

God as father and not 
Joseph. No matter how well 
Joseph understood what 
his dreams had enlightened 
him to do and think and 
feel, how those words must 
have stung. And Mary, she 

is intuitively aware that something is afoot. Just 
like when the Wise Men left gifts fit for a king and 
she ponders them in her heart, this whole encounter 
sends her once more to pondering, to wondering, to 
reevaluating, to questioning, to sitting with what all 
of this means.

I am wondering about the things you are sitting with 
in this New Year. For what are you making room? 
What reevaluation is going on in your life? What are 
you pondering?

My ponderings have to do with Baptist Church of the 
Covenant. I am pondering because it seems that we 
are undergoing some changes, and while I believe 
that change is necessary for us to be our best, it is 
not something that big systems, like a church, warm 
to easily. No, we are more likely to say, “But we’ve 
never done it this way before!”

Already, you are receiving the CrossRoads as a 
weekly publication. It comes to you as an email so 
that you can be informed about current events, make 
reservations with a click and can check to see if it is 
your turn to fulfill any number of volunteer positions 
during a week at 2117. By providing the CrossRoads 
weekly, we feel more confident that the entire 
congregation receives prayer concerns weekly.

The Deacons have changed in structure but not in 
responsibility. Aligned with the philosophy of Care 
Teams, deacons are now serving according to their 
sense of personal calling, giftedness and passion. 
Instead of having a group of families for which to 
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care in every regard, deacons now serve according 
to the specific areas for which they have energy 
and enthusiasm. These areas of responsibility are 
consistent with the description in the Constitution 
and By-laws. They are: reaching out to prospects, 
visiting in hospitals and homes, addressing needs 
within the fellowship, worship and orienting new 
members. Additionally, they are spending half of 
their meeting time in prayer for individuals within the 
congregation. There are still some bumps to smooth 
out, but we are working to make this new approach 
meaningful for the entire congregation.

Sunday School is changing with the addition of new 
classes. The Wholeness Project and The Co-Op are 
both designed to move members to examine and re-
discover their life’s meaning through the lenses of 
faith. 

Ministries is changing with an environmental justice 
group called The Green Team. We have been invited 
to participate in a grant called 
“Life as Calling” through Samford 
University. And in addition to being 
more intentional in our relationships 
with Shalom Baptist Church, we will 
go for a weekend celebration of 
their 25th anniversary.

We know that our community is 
changing with the redevelopment of 
SouthTown. We will hear about this 
Wednesday night. And, of course, 
we are researching how to obtain the permits needed 
to change the corner of University and 21st Street. 
The Next Fifty Capital Campaign is miraculous in 
every way. Covenant, in two weeks’ time, we raised 
enough money to pay cash for that property and 
now, the Building Fund sits at $49,000 (and grows 
every day) in order to cover the expense of taking the 
florist building down, paving the lot and addressing 
existing debt so that the next 50 years will find us 
less restrained.

We know that the 2019 Budget has changed. The 
extensive work of Fisher Humphrey’s study committee 
gave us working definitions of Ministry and Mission 
so that the Partner Admissions Sub-committee and 
Ministry Committee could educate us about more 
realistic giving levels to the various organizations 
we support. These suggestions, after being voted on 
by the congregation, are incorporated into the 2019 
budget. We did not increase the 2019 budget, in fact, 

we trimmed it up and cut it back so that the strain 
of giving it is eased. As a consequence 92% of the 
budget has been pledged by 139 giving units in the 
church.

You may wonder why we cut this year’s budget back? 
Well, 2018 proved to be a scary year with frequent 
requests to committee chairs and staff to delay or 
suspend spending where they could. Mission and 
ministries monies were held for the last six months of 
the year for fear there would not be resources with 
which to pay them. Covenant, you, however, proved 
to be your faithful and generous selves. We had a 
lovely December with gifts that will enable us to 
fulfill all of our 2018 mission obligations as well as to 
begin 2019 with money in the checkbook.

Another change is that we are maturing. We are turning 
50 in 2020…just 22 months away! An Anniversary 
Committee is already at work to plan a celebration 
worthy of our heritage. We have a history that is 

marked by decisions of integrity 
and actions that bespeak the love 
of Jesus Christ that exudes in and 
from this place. On that foundation, 
what might we become in the next 
50 years? 

The next 50 years is where most of 
my pondering has been taking place. 
I keep wondering how we might 
launch into the future with grace and 
enthusiasm for change. After much 

prayer and thought, I have come to realize that the 
Next 50 is what I have been here to get you ready for, 
but like Moses, it is not for me to lead you into the 
actual Promised Land.

I made a promise to myself that when I became your 
pastor, I would leave only when I knew that things 
were good, even at their best, between you and me. 
After much soul searching, I think we are at that 
point. I am not leaving to go anywhere. I am not 
leaving because there is tension. I am not leaving 
because any one person or one group has asked me 
to. In fact, it is quite the opposite. I believe that you 
and I have enjoyed a love affair for 18 years that none 
of us believed to be possible. So hear me clearly say, 
I am not leaving. I am retiring.

I meet with the Staff Committee today to discuss the 
conditions of my retirement. It will not surprise you to 
know that I have a plan! With the Staff Committee’s 
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support, I am looking to bring things to a conclusion 
with the celebration of Easter, the 37th anniversary 
of my ordination.

Why do I think now is the right time? Let me give you 
some reasons:

+ Contrary to how we sometimes talk and act, 
we are the most stable financially than we have 
ever been. Our assets are amazing and if some 
terrible disaster should befall us, we have almost 
an entire city block that could be sold to find 
whatever funding is needed.
+ The congregation has reached a good mix of 
folk…young and old, gay and straight, nationals 
and internationals, black and white.
+ The current staff and ministers are not just 
stable and able, they are each uniquely gifted 
for the areas of ministry for which they hold 
responsibility.
+ I am also self-aware enough to realize that I am 
not only tired, I am outdated! You need someone 
to take you into the next 50 years who is dynamic 
and full of energy. And you will need time to find 
that person. 22 months is an appropriate time 
frame to organize, go through an interim, conduct 
a search and make recommendations for calling 
a new pastor. I don’t have any names to give you 
nor will I endorse any prospective candidate, but 
what I do know is that whoever that person or 
persons might be, they will be the most fortunate 
of ministers to land in this congregation who loves 
intensely and gives their best efforts to make the 
kingdom of God on earth even as it is in heaven.

Intuitively, you have known that this was coming. 
While some have been quietly observing, others have 
laid down bets for possible dates! I think the winner 
should share their earnings with me, don’t you?! If 
you have listened carefully to my sermons of late, you 
will see that I have been telling you. Just last week, 
January 6, I said:

Epiphany is a season to receive a new idea; to go 
a different direction; like those wise men, to go 
home by another way.

In the December 30 worship, we spent an hour to 
think through the seasons of our lives and how there 
is time for each one knowing that God will make it all 
good in God’s time.

Valerie and I did a dialogue sermon on December 23. 
In it, I said:

The task of Advent is to help us prepare for 
something new and unknown in our lives. It’s a 
time to discern what must go, what is taking up 
too much room, so that we can make room for 
something new.

And on December 16: 
How courageous are you to do what is unexpected; 
To be a dare devil; to take a risk in order to gamble 
on the odds that God is still actively at work to 
bring the miraculous into the world. There are no 
scripts for these things, and saying “yes” does not 
mean you are not afraid. It just means you are 
unwilling to let your fear stop you.

This is not the time to allow change to fill you with 
fear, my dear Covenant. This is the time to bless the 
sacred space between us, for all the good that has 
happened, to leave nothing unspoken, and then to 
follow Pauls’ encouragement for the future: (Col. 3:12-17)

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, put on 
compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness and 
patience, forbearing one another and if one has 
a complaint against another, forgive each other 
even as Christ has forgiven you. And above 
all these, put on love, which binds everything 
together in perfect harmony. …and be thankful. 
Be thankful. Amen.
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