Good evening Graduates, Staff, Parents and supporters:

I need to begin with an admission – standing here in front of you all I feel very very young.  This summer I hope to attend the 10 year reunion of my high school graduation – yes Grade 12– there are only 10 years separating you and I.   When I was in front of you in the classroom, that seemed like plenty – in those 10 years, I had the education, training and experience of a teacher.  But tonight, when I am expected to address you and impart some sort of wisdom, those 10 years really don’t feel like very much!  

But you have entrusted me with this task and its a great honour to be here today and back on this stage after a year’s absence from you.   The year that I have been away has been an important, life-changing one not only for me, but for each of you graduates sitting here.  I was married, adjusted to life in Ottawa, and learned to enjoy being unemployed for a semester.   You, graduates, became adults, pondered your future,  and faced the reality that your time at QC was coming to a close.

I am sad that I missed this very significant year in your lives.  While at QC I had a chance to get to know some of you more than others – but over all, I’ve always had the sense that you are a class that has a lot of fun together.  My favourite memory of this group is your Grade 10 Ottawa trip - there are always aspects of the trip that set one class apart from another -  and with your class it was the frigid temperatures as we skated the canal and the girls’ circle “secret sharing” at night.  But no other class has even come close to your rendition of Kangaroo Court.  I hope the memories are as clear to you as they are to me – the excellent script, the creative punishments – including reading children’s books and taping shut pockets, and of course Mr. Smeenk’s anti-agenda rant.  I still wish we had caught that blasphemy on video.

When I received your theme, “God’s not finished with us yet” the first thing that came to mind was a song I learned as a child – some of you may know it as well.  The chorus goes : “Kids under construction, maybe the paint is still wet, kids under construction:  the Lord might not be finished yet.”   As a young child, the picture I got in my mind when I heard this song was of a big “wet paint” sign hanging on my bedroom door. I remember thinking, “Why is the paint always wet? When will it be dry?”  I now know the answer is “never”.  We are and will always be under construction – God doesn’t and will never stop moulding and changing us.

The first verse of that old children’s song brings us to the passage Shelana just read.  It goes “We’re more than just accidents without a cause, we’re more than just bodies and brains.  God made us on purpose we’re part of a plan, He cares and He knows us by name.”  

Jeremiah 29:11 is a popular verse.  If you walk into a Christian book store, you will find it on plaques, mementos, posters, and greeting cards.  Its promise of hope, prosperity, and peace are an attractive message in today’s world.

Ironically, this verse is located right in the middle of God’s announcement of captivity and exile.   If you back up a few chapters, to Jeremiah 25, God pronounces judgement because Judah did not listen to Him.  The people of Judah responded to this bleak message by collecting prophets and teachers to tell them more pleasant things.  This resulted in a contest between Hananiah the false prophet and Jeremiah in chapter 28.   Hananiah was preaching short-term prosperity and peace, while Jeremiah’s message was much more sober:  condemnation in the short term, but with a future hope.  In chapter 29, Jeremiah sends a letter to the exiles in Babylon establishing that there would be 70 years of captivity and that they should settle in and make their home there.  At the same time, he comforts them with the words of the verse you chose.  

(Read the verse in context) – depends on what the reader does 

*ie. – If we back up 1 verse, to Jeremiah 29:10, we read....

This context, rather than making your verse less applicable to Christians today, makes it perfectly fitting to our experience.  We too are in exile....Our lives here on earth, often represented in the Bible as 70 years, are temporary and we look forward to going home. 

And so, understanding Jeremiah 29:11 in its specific historical context can deepen our understanding of its message for us today.  And what is that message?  The verse seems to say that God plans for our prosperity as well as our protection from evil, in order to secure our future.

The NIV uses the word “prosper”, but in other translations that word is replaced by expressions such as “wholeness” and “welfare” – giving us different insight into the message of the passage.  As it turns out, the Hebrew word here is one you already know – especially if you’ve spent any time with Mr. VanderWindt or Mr. Smeenk – in the original Hebrew, the Lord promises “Shalom”.  Sometimes translated as “peace”, the word Shalom means so much more than that.  The Theological Wordbook of the OT uses these words to describe it:  ‘Completeness, wholeness, harmony, fulfillment...unimpaired relationships with others and with God.”  The essence of God’s promise then, in Jeremiah 29:11 – is not necessarily that of prosperity – but of shalom.  

The verses that follow – verses 12 through 14 emphasize the spiritual sense of the word shalom – that of an unhindered relationship with God.    God says that when His people call, He hears.  And when they seek Him with their whole heart, they find Him.

One pastor paraphrases the entire passage in this way:

“Yes you will have troubles in Babylon.  But you are MY people, MY flock!  I am working on a big plan.  All these trials of yours are part of it.  So know that all this apparent evil is not the result of some other god overpowering me;  it is not the result of my forgetting you.  Even as an exile you can have some earthly shalom and spiritual shalom with me is always available for those who seek.  So seek me!  Trust me! Delight in me!”  http://www.expository.org/jer29a.htm  A sermon on Jeremiah 29:11 by Coty Pinckney, Desiring God Community Church, Charlotte, NC, 7/27/03

God promises that His plans for you – each and every one of you – will lead to shalom.  Perhaps you liked the verse better when you thought it would guarantee your prosperity.  It would be nice to think that the school loans many of you will take out will be easily paid back – but God is promising you so much more than that.  

So what are these plans that He has for you?  Discerning God’s plans might not always be an easy thing in your life, but they have a few characteristics to keep in mind as you seek to understand His purpose in your life.

1.  Firstly, God’s plans for each one of you are unique.  You are not called to duplicate or imitate anyone else in this life.  So don’t compare your plans to those of others in your class – don’t be jealous of their accomplishments or successes.   

2.  Because second of all, God’s plans for you are perfect.  You can not in any way improve on the plans He has for you. Your goals might not be super clear.  Even if you’ve always known what you wanted to be when you grew up, you don’t know exactly how you will get there.  You may have decided to go to one school next year – and will find that you would like to transfer.  Or you may start in one program and discover it’s not quite what you thought it was.   Or, you may honestly not have a clue what to do next.  Thankfully, God’s plans for our lives are better than anything we could think up ourselves.  

3.  And while our plans may be limited by our resources or our abilities – thirdly, God is never limited in His ability to plan a person’s future.  So don’t limit Him – don’t ignore the possibilities – the open doors – no matter how unrealistic they seem.  The big picture might not be visible to us – but it is to God.  Someone wiser than I wrote “When making plans, write in pencil and give God the eraser.” 

4.  Fourthly, God’s plans have a clear end goal – our transformation. You have all made some sort of decision about next year - whether you will stay at home or go away – whether you will study or you will work.   These plans are made with your vision of the future in mind – if you hope to be a plumber, you may have found a plumbing apprenticeship.  If you hope to be a physiotherapist, you’ve registered for a kinesiology program.    You make your plans with the end goal in mind.   God does the same with us.   And His end goal is for us to become more and more like Christ – spiritual shalom.  That means that what He has planned for your life – the series of events you will each experience - they will continue to be a part of your transformation.   10 years ago, you were not the same person as you are now.   10 years from now, you’ll be planning your 10 year reunion and you’ll be surprised at how much you’ve changed since tonight  – because (and again I quote your theme) – “God is not finished with us yet.”

We are an on-going project for God – not unlike a large scale construction project.  Planning, decision-making, preparations, and building will all be a part of the process.  The utmost care and attention to detail that God puts into our construction are difficult for us to fathom.  Perhaps you can understand it better when you consider the construction of the new school 5 years ago.  The years of praying, hoping, planning, considering the possibilities and setting out the details happened before your time.  But I hope that when you arrived in Grade 9 to that brand new school you could sense the love, faith and commitment that made it happen.   

Multiply that by as big a number you can think of and you have God’s love and commitment for you as his construction project.  But you aren’t quite ready for the grand opening yet – none of us are  - His plans are still being revealed – his unique, perfect, unlimited and transformative plans for your shalom.

In closing, I’d like to go back to the children’s song I began with – “Kids under construction,” the last verse goes like this: 

“In the job of construction I'm not all alone. 
The Builder is working with me. 
He's given the blue print, the tools and the clay 
to build all that he wants me to be.”

You are each a work in progress – but His plans – His blue print for your lives – will create a stunning final product.  Trust that – embrace that – and live in that promise.

