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Text: Acts 8:26-39

Theme:  Teachers guide us through the maze of mystery, ideas, theories, concepts, assumptions, and facts to help us finally arrive at those “Aha Moments” where we understand.  

Three teachers from a local school were asked “When you are in your casket and friends and family members are mourning over you, what would you like them to say?”  

Betty said, “I would like them to say that I was a wonderful teacher and that I had made a huge difference in the lives of hundreds of young lives.”

Fred said, “I would like them to say that I was fair, honest, caring, and creative and that each student was better for having taken my classes.”

Al said, “I would like them to say, ‘Look he is moving!’” 
By now you may have detected a theme in today’s worship.  We are honoring teachers.  You know those men and women who are caring, creative, honest, and by all means still moving.  I know the “Back to School Blessing” includes all those heading back to school, whether they be students, janitors, bus drivers, administrators, or the most valuable of all those who take care of the computers and tech needs, but today’s sermon is focused on teachers.  There is not a one of us sitting in this room today who has not had their lives changed by a teacher.  I bet if I asked the question who was your best teacher and why everyone of you would be able to name an instructor from the past who helped shape your life.  In fact let’s do just that.  Say the name of a teacher who made a difference and quickly say why.  (Listen to the responses)
It seems that teachers who made a difference in our lives did more than just teach facts, theories, and ideas – they cared, they took chances on us, they imprinted us with positive behavior, they taught us to love learning, and they changed us.     They were able to guide us through the maze of equations, knowledge, formulas, theories, facts, techniques, concepts, and assumptions and help us arrive at the hallowed ground of wisdom and understanding.  Teachers are patient guides leading, tugging, pushing, prodding, encouraging, and sometimes badgering us to journey down the path of discovery.
Mark Twain, who struggled in his early education, once said, “I never considered myself a slow learner.  I always felt that teaching just came hard to most of my instructors.”  Twain was joking but there are many who don’t appreciate the sacrifices and commitment teachers make in trying to be the guides for future generations. 

I did my research for this sermon by interviewing several teachers in our congregation and started by asking the simple, or not so simple question why do you love teaching?  Judy Rogers, who left a career in law to become a second grade teacher, said, “I needed more laughing, more color, more wonder, more beauty, more gentleness in those around me and in myself.  As a lawyer I was looking for a role model that could inspire my life and I didn’t find it.  Now as a teacher I am that role model and I have to be conscious of modeling the right values.”
Kate Ingalls who has gone back to teaching after several years away responded, “For me I love the process of watching kids light up.   I teach primary kids and it is exciting to see them get excited about learning.  I love giving them opportunities to grow and then give them permission to make mistakes because it is not perfection we are trying to attain but learning.  I use humor to do that.  I love to let go and get goofy and take a risk.  If you lead them on the path you can watch them discover it.”

That is a great line.  If you lead them on the path you can watch them discover the miracle of understanding, awakening, enlightenment, and transformation.  I call it discovering an “Aha Moment.”  You know what they look and feel like.  We have “aha moments” when complicated concepts suddenly crystallize and makes sense, or when numbers quit being place sitters on a page and suddenly relate to one another and to the world around, or when words in a line suddenly express a thought or unleash a feeling that had been trapped inside.  These are those “aha moments” that teachers live for that make all their hard work, long hours, and low wages tolerable.  “Aha moments” are rare but wonderful, powerful, and transforming.  
I remember one of those “aha moments” in the early years of my daughter Becky.  She was in kindergarten and was stressed about not being able to conquer this mysterious new thing called reading.  Individual words were easy.  She could recognize words on flash cards and could spell dozens, but she had not cracked the secret code of how words related to each other.  

One evening she was up in her room with a book and her favorite doll in her lap.  Carol happened by her door and heard her talking and looked in.  She discovered it was not a conversation but Becky was reading to her doll.  After listening for a couple of pages and confirming that Becky was actually reading and not just making up a story, Carol entered the room and said, “Do you know you were reading?”  

There was a puzzled look on Becky’s face.  “I was reading?” she asked, as if expecting something far more difficult.  “I was reading” turned from a question to a statement to a declaration to be celebrated.  “I can read! I can read! I can read,” she shouted at the top of her lungs.  I came running upstairs thinking something terrible had just happened only to discover my daughter celebrating one of her first big “aha moments.”  “I can read!  Daddy, I can read!”

Teachers live for moments like this.  They patiently guide students down a path of discovery and wait for that “aha moment” to come.  Sometimes it comes in their seeing but most of the time teachers plant seeds for harvests yet to come.
I picked today’s reading because it includes not only an invitation for guidance but a closely followed “aha moment.”  I preached from this text only a few weeks ago so it is still fresh in my mind and when I listened to teachers describe their jobs as being guides along a path to discovery I said to myself, “I have heard these words before.”  The eunuch spoke them to Phillip in response to his question, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  

Teaching begins with the invitation, spoken or unspoken, forced or freely accepted – “I cannot learn without a guide.”  Phillip literally jumped at the chance and after guiding his student through a maze of conflicting ideas, of new theologies, of startling concepts, they arrived together at an “aha moment.”  It was the hallowed ground where the man accepted Christ as Lord and Savior and he was transformed and reborn.
I asked the teachers that I interviewed, “Have you ever had a breakthrough moment with a student?”  The answer was usually which story do you want to hear for there are many.  To give you an idea of how many stories are possible I talked with Dorothy Bennett and she said that she estimated that she had taught more than 3,000 students.  If you know Dorothy then you can honestly say there are 3,000 students out there who have been changed in some way by this woman of great kindness, gentleness, and wisdom.  
She said that students can sense that you care about them and when they know that you care they are willing to work for you.  She told me a story about a ninth grade math class that was the lowest functioning of all the math classes.  She came up with an idea to introduce calculators to the students (note this was in the days before every kid was required to have a graphing calculator) wrote and received a grant to purchase them, and then went to the Board of Education to fight for the right to use them.  They fought her.  They told her that if the kids were to be given calculators they would never learn to do math on their own.  She fought and won and then taught the class in a way that was exciting and creative.  At the end of the year when the ninth graders had to all pass a computation test, that class of ninth graders all passed – without calculators
She cared for them, took a chance on them, pushed them, and they responded by journeying down the path to understanding and knowledge.

Bud Bennett, Dorothy’s husband was also a teacher and principle, and he said that most often you do not see immediate breakthroughs or results.  It is hard to know if you are making an impact or teaching a good value system but as time passes some of the students come back you can see values, behavior, and belief systems that you helped create.  He said, “I know of no other sure fire way of helping students than to give them love and setting an example for them.”  I know many a young man who has had their life changed because of Bud’s example.
Amy Brewin told me about a young boy who was in her class two years ago and was acting out in horrible ways.  His home life was horrific and the boy refused to behave according to the rules and there was a time when he went into a rage so bad that he tried to cut his own ear off with a pair of scissors.  Slowly Amy broke into his world.  Slowly she gained his trust.  Slowly and gently she showed him other ways to act when he was upset.  She was able to stay with his class for two years and in that time he became her helper and embraced the jobs she gave him.  He has now moved to the third grade and is the helper for that teacher and one of her students eager to learn.  

Over and over again I heard from the teachers that I interviewed that teaching these days is not about simply making it through a lesson plan.  It is about teaching social skills, creating new communities with new shared values and a language different than the world in which they live, and about gaining trust and learning to take chances.  Today it is about being a role model that is different than the modeling done by parents or family.  It is not about grades, tests, or quantifiable results, it is about instilling a love for learning that will last a lifetime.  Or as Amy Brewin put it, “I want every one of my students to yearn to learn and to keep learning, reading, writing, and exploring even when they leave my classroom.”

She and all the other teachers in this room change lives because of their dedication to life.  
1 | Page

