Keep Watch
& zerman preached by Ted Atkinzon, Mhnister, Oxford Preosbytarian Charch on danoary 101992 an the aecasion of the
ardination and irstaliation of ¢lders and deasons. Sor ipture: Luke 13:7-7; John 10:11-16; Acts 20:28-22.

iN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.
Back in the summer of 1963, during the height of the War in Viet Nam and in between
my middler and sentor year at serminary, | worked at the Pioneer chlorine factory on the

Delaware River | filled steel cylinders with lguid chlorine. The job wasn't hard but 1t

d1d require me Lo keep watch on a pressure gauge and turn of f the higud chloring iine

when the cylinder was filled. If a cylinder was overfilled highly toxic chloring gas would

spew into the factory One afternoon, white DG & oglinder, D was thinking about towy

tooend the viar in Yiet Mam. was just at the point Of bringing the war 103 satisfaciory

end when the pressure reached it s Tt and Hguid chlorine burst through the ceale and

pegan 1o pour into the factory. | managed 1o orawl outside gasping and wheezing for air

The huilding was evacyated  Someone had 15 90 back in with a aas mask to turn off the
cone satve Dowas Laken Lo the hospital ano breatad. A few dags ioler owgn Lanied

into the pead of fice and told that my job had Deen terminated. [ had tatied inmy most
impartant job task, to keep watch 1175 nat really hard work towatch You don't have to
have a tot of talent to watch. |t doesn't take a 1ot of training to watch. Al gou have 1o
o 15 Keep your eyges open and pay attention

dne of the most important jobs of elders and deacons ts to keep watch over yourselves
and over atl the lock of which the Holy Spirit has made yod overseers. | cowld preach a
whole sermon on keeping watch over gourselves but, this mormng, want 1o focus on

whal Paul says about keeping watch over all the flock. The word that ne uses means
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close attention to” or “take care of ™ in the context of shepherding 1t means to "keep
satch oyer the Tlock” ‘Wolves would love to sink their teeth into a succulent veal patty.



Within the flock there are some sheep that leed others astray to their destruction. So as
shepherd Eeep watch, so also must elders and deacons.
There was a time iy the history of the Dxiord Fresbyterian Church when the elders and

deacons did nothing else but Feep walch over the congregation. It wasn't primartiy the

job of the minister. it wasn't even the primary job of the Membership Development and

Evangelism Carmmittes. It was the primary job of the elders and degoons
aver all the fiock.

cast yrar Dapent o whale afternoon at the Prezoyterian Historical Soctety in
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Fhitadeiphia reading session minutes from owr Church dating back to the Y /700s. what

Wnpressed me rnost was how closely these elders and deacons kept walch aver the Jharib
of bod. At their session and deacon meetings there were no computtee reporis. They did

nothing eize oul pray for and tatk about w0 20 shepherd the Tiock
Preted tosragine, on the basis of the minutes, what happened at one of those
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They're having a nard time Lrying to milk the cows and do all the ather work without him,

orne noopde fo belp them ™ The elders and deacons knew the mermbers.
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when members weren’t present, they missed them. They followed up on thern. This was

their main job; ta kKeep watch
Pdiscovered another amazing thing from reading these old minutes. i read every word

ol the rnutes from 1835 unit! 1865 to find oul what controversies surrounded Lhe
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buitding of the old church. | found not one reference to the building of the church which
was completed in 1854 The main concern of the elders and deacons was 1o Keep watch
over the flock. it's almost as 17 they weces saging, “The Building Committee and the
Trustees are responsible people. we trust therm. They can take care of the building
project We have more iroportant things 1o do. we have Lo keep watch over the flock”

[ realize that we can’t qo back to the gond old days. And wouldn’t want slders and

deacons 1o today to imitate everything that they did back then Bt what 7 the many

triented, herd working, responsible and faithful members said, “Let us worry about fund
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19, the completion of the tiniding, ard the Tinances and we want you eiders and

deaoons o eep watch over yourzelves and all the ftock of which the Holy 5pint has made
gou overseers  Be sheoherds of the church of God, which ke bought with his own blood ™

Jesue teid g parable of 3 chepherd who hiad 3 hundred sheep. One lamb strayed away
and nat tast He didn™t forqet that fost sheep. He lefl the 99 and searched for it untit b
Convd ot oand Dranght U ncme Heowas so happy e threw 3 big party and inevied a2l his
iriends 1o cefebrate. Jesus sags that the andgels in iiegven reinice whenever one tost man
or woman of God’s flock 15 found.

The session appointed a task force towdentify the wandering sheep of our

congregation. Lucilie Liggitt chairs the cornmittee and Liz Miller, Ann Gatley, and .

II'!

Bauer (a baptized member? serve with her. Kathy Smith and | are av o/77cie members.

414

ey > pver the membership Net and are deeply concerned that mare than half our
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members are wandering, if not Jost to the flack of God. We don't even know the
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theyre 1ost sheep. Our primary concern is 1o encourage elders,

raabcuts of some;

deacons and all faithiul members 1o find theoe tost and wandering sheep, to hrmq them

horme and then to keep watch over all the flock so that none are jost
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Let me suggest just one way for elders, deacons and all faithful members to keep
watch. Take the membership list. Use it as a directory for prayer. Put it in your
bathroom, kitchen, or study; somewhere that you go routinely. Single out three families
each day. Visualize their circumstances. Think of their work, their difficulties, their
temptations. Remember especially any who may have been growing careless in their
worship and drifting away from the flock of God. Lift them up by name to God in prayer
individually. If you do this, two things will happen. First, as you remember them in
prayer, the Holy Spirit will reveal to you practical ways to help them and give you
opportunities to show them something of the kindness of God in Jesus Christ. And,
second, you'll be more 1ikely to look into their faces on Sunday and greet them by name.
And if they're absent, you'll miss them. Prayer is one way elders, deacons, and all

faithful members keep watch‘over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made us

Pocsml daefe,
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It’s so important for elders and deacons to keep watch because God has obtained this
flock with 24e bigad af #is awn San. There’s nothing more valuable than one of God's
flock. The loss of even one of these members of God’s flock to spiritual indifference and
carelessness is more tragic than the burning down of our church. 1’11 be so happy to get
back into our building next week. It promises to provide wonderful opportunities for
ministry. But Jesus didn’t shed his blood for a building, but for his flock. See the faces
of the boys and girls, men and women who, over the last several years, have stood before
the congregation, confessed their faith in Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, promised
to follow him to their 1ife’s end, but who now are indifferent to the message of God’s
grace. It’s a tragedy. These boys and girls, men and women, are precious in God’s sight.

who will hear the cries of these boys and girls and men and women when they fall into
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deepest Sin? who will bring fight to those who've wandered off into the darkness of
God's absence? who will share thelr pain when the go through a diverce or 1ose a loved
one’ who will weep Tor love of Lhem when they turn away from Chinst and his flock™
who will tend the poor and Tame and Teed them? who will seek out Christ's ather sheep
that don't yei beiong to God's fiock?

whiat 17 we pept watch over the flock of God with as much energy, inteliigence,
imagination and jove ag has gone into the rebuitding of our church? What 11 we bept
watch over the Nack of God with the same intensity that parents keep walch aver sons

and daughters who wander of 7 In 1970 1 attended the Urbana Missionary Conference
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along with shout 18 000 other young people. | was deeply moved by the words of
Fresbuterian evangelist Leighton Ford as he told us of how his Bittie 9irl was tost and
found areday. de 2310 -

when our daughter, Debbie Jdean, was st

she dizsppeared one day. ‘We zearched everywhere for her - the other

sty e shooping center |, the 2 st vemmerndeer o 3G dp and do it caad wanling, Cekhis
e o v g s bR o ralarm s Taa Pl S 1At The - ' +rdd us she B L. ik Fm g § - e
el SO0 TTAMeg (R ZTNG: b fedTS 1318t Sne SR UE 3 wd ot gz oshe had accs wenthos i fnoa o 1rd*.- B N ]

arid then oo fo the Triend’s honze  After the thurder | Yghtning and fears had passed, i reflected: During thoze two hours
that gy it -Jiﬂ WAt rm-:-_:lru; . here wers hooks that | had to read, letters i had 1o anzwer , 1elephone 23lls i had 1o
rake, plannirg |h 0= tri.rt Pooyld think of anly ofe thing: My Httle 9ird was lest. [had ordy ore prager and |
prayed it 3 fhnusand hm»«_, “God, help e to find her. ™ But how often, | asked myself, had | folt the same ferrible
urgency about men (and woren) wha are lost from God?
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5, deacons and all fatthiul members of this church - gou have many things to do

over the next three years - meetings to sttend, budaets to orepare, reports Lo make, but i
urge Jou 1o keep those things in the proper perspective. | oharge you to “Keep walch over
pourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made gou overseers, to
shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son”
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