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My mom caught me coming in to the first service this morning and asked, “Only 4?”  I told her I had to really 
scrape to come up with 4 but I finally did!

Anyway, I realize that this holiday is one that holds a variety of emotions for people.  As Jim and Lisa Ward so 
eloquently pointed out a couple of weeks ago, for women who are dealing with the struggle of infertility, or who 
have experienced a miscarriage, or abortion, this is a painful day.  For moms who have kids who are gone and 
maybe who are prodigals – moms whose mailbox will be empty this holiday season and whose phone won’t 
ring with that call of gratitude this is a difficult day.  There are many who have lost a mother and this day more 
than any other day reminds you of that loss.  On the other hand there are moms with young kids that have been 
waiting for this day for weeks because it’s the one day when they won’t have to do the dishes or pick up the 
house and they’ll get breakfast in bed because they’re being celebrated and honored.  For some of you it’s a day 
of gratitude because it forces you to remember and appreciate the great job that your mom did at raising you and 
for others you’d rather forget those years.  I would guess that for many, this day is a mix of all those emotions.  So 
preparing a message for this day is trickier than you might think.

But my thought today is that there are two things that every one of us has in common.  The less encouraging of the 
two is that we’re all going to die.  The other is that we all have a mother.  You wouldn’t be sitting here today if you 
didn’t have a mother.  And today, I just want to remember some of the things that I’ve learned from my mother that 
have served me well over the years, and I hope that hearing my ramblings will encourage you to do the same.  If 
you’re a mom today I hope that some of these words will give you ideas of things that have worked in at least one 
kid’s life, and hope that the job you are doing is having a tremendous effect whether it feels like it right now or 
not.

There are some silly universal things that mothers have taught all of us.  My mother taught me…
1. To appreciate a job well done: “If you’re going to kill each other, then do it outside, I just cleaned the house.” 
2. Time travel: “If you don’t stop that, I’m going to knock you into the middle of next week.” 
3. Foresight: “Make sure you wear clean underwear -- in case you’re in an accident.” 
4. Irony: “Keep laughing and I’ll give you something to cry about.” 
5. Osmosis: “Shut your mouth and eat your supper.” 
6. Stamina: “You’ll sit there until all that spinach is gone.” 
7. Hypocrisy: “If I told you once, I told you a million times, don’t exaggerate.” 
8. The cycle of life: “I brought you into this world and I can take you out.” 
9. Surrealism: “If you fall out of that tree and kill yourself, don’t come crying to me.” 
10. About delegating authority: “Go ask your father”

Seriously though, my mom has been one of the greatest influences in my life.  I want to share four of the things 
that she has taught me with you today.

1.  She taught me about her middle name	 							     
Before I reveal her middle name to you, I want you to ponder a question.  What is the happiest day of your life 
– the greatest day? What is the best 24-hour unit of time you have experienced since you have been on the planet? 
What would you say in response to that question? 



Let me help you think it through because there have been some extraordinary days in your life. There was the day 
that you were born—the day when the clock of your life started ticking, and you sucked in your first lungful of 
breath, and the whole adventure, the whole miracle of your existence, began. That’s an amazing day. There was 
the day you took your first step. You were immobile, then mobile. You were a walker, and your world was never 
the same. And your mother’s world was never the same! 

There was the day that you spoke your first word, and from that day on, you were a talker. Some of you started 
talking on that day, and you haven’t come up for air ever since! That was an amazing day. There was the day that 
you learned how to read a book, and a whole new world opened up to you. There was the day that you got your 
first job, the first time you got a payroll check with your name on it. That was an amazing day. 

There was the day that you made your first friend. There’s a day when you went on your first date. When Kim and 
I started dating, we committed to remaining sexually pure until or wedding night. And I was certain what would 
be the happiest day of my life! I used to pray that Jesus would not come back before my wedding night! I knew 
that would be the greatest day of my life. And I’ve got to say, it was pretty good!  There was the day that you fell in 
love, maybe . . . the day that your child was born, maybe . . . the day you met God, or discovered your giftedness, 
or experienced forgiveness. 

Do you know what I learned from my mom?  Now she never said these words exactly but she lived it by example 
– she taught me that the happiest day of my life – is this day right here: May 14, 2006. The greatest day of your 
life is right now—right now! Not that this day is going to be pleasant or easy or pain-free, because maybe it won’t 
be. Surely it won’t be for many. But because this day is the only day you’ve got. Every other day that has gone 
before it is irretrievably gone, and it will not come back. There are people who spend their whole lives regretting 
something that happened back on one of those days, or wishing that one of those days could come back again.

And these days, and all of the days that will follow it, they’re off in the future some place. And there are people 
who spend their whole lives waiting for what they think might happen on one of these days, or worrying about 
something they’re afraid is going to happen on one of these days. If you live there, you will lose your joy. This 
day—this square right here on the calendar—this is God’s gift to you. Mostly, this is the day that counts, because 
if you’re going to meet with God at all, it will have to be in this day, right here, whatever else is going on. (John 
Ortberg “The Fruit of the Spirit: Joy” 06/27/2004)

That’s why the Psalmist says these words: This is the day the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it.  It 
doesn’t say: Yesterday was the day that the Lord made. That was a good day, wasn’t it?  It doesn’t say: Tomorrow is 
the day that the Lord will make. We’ll be glad and rejoice when tomorrow gets here. It’s this day.

My mom’s middle name is Joy. Cynthia Joy Sanford.  I am one in a long line of generations who make their eyes 
disappear.  I inherited this trait from my mom.  Whenever we smile – our eyes go away.  And I’m proud to say that 
it happens a lot.  My mom taught me joy.  She taught me to have a sense of humor, that laughter is an ally.  She 
taught me not to take myself too seriously.

I’m afraid many Christians have lost a sense of joy in their lives.  Many churches could post Galatians 4:15 on 
their walls as their church’s life verse. In Galatians 4:15 Paul asks, “What happened to your joy?” I was just talking 
with Roy Nordin this week.  He used to be a reader at Grace many years ago, and he said he used to stand up and 
look out into the congregation and think, “Why is everyone so grouchy?” He wanted to do a song and dance or 
tell a joke of the day.  Just to lighten things up.  

How can that be?  We are the recipients of the greatest gift the planet has ever received.  How can we be moping 
around like Eyore saying, “My life is so hard, my job is so busy, my stress is so overwhelming, I can’t handle 
my kids, my marriage is struggling.”  Wait a minute one of the greatest promises in scripture is that we can be 
filled with joy, the kind of joy that can’t be touched by circumstances.  It’s one of the fruits of the spirit - the 
characteristics that demonstrate to the world beyond the shadow of a doubt that the Holy Spirit is in our lives.



Joy is a topic that is mentioned in the Bible over 650 times (it talks about joy, rejoice, rejoicing, glad, gladness, 
and delight). Psalm 5:11 - God wants us to rejoice, shout for joy, and be joyful in Him! Psalm 43:4 - the Psalmist 
calls God His “Exceeding Joy.” Job 8:21 - Joy is mentioned throughout Job. God promises Job that He will fill his 
mouth with laughter and with shouts of joy.  Isaiah 12:3 – we’re told to draw out water from the wells of salvation 
with joy.  Acts 13:52 - the disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.  Rom. 14:17 - the kingdom of God is 
righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. The kingdom of God is about joy. 

But when you talk about an example of joy you have to start with Jesus.  Some people imagine Jesus to be a 
somber, depressed, overly serious person.  I remember being shocked the first time I saw a painting of Jesus 
laughing because I had never considered him embodying that emotion.  But the more I have read and studied 
the scriptures, I realize that Jesus was the happiest of all people on the earth.  You can read humor and irony into 
some of Jesus’ teachings and stories, you can feel the camaraderie and friendliness with the disciples, but the 
main clue as to Jesus’ temperament came when He was talking about why He visited the earth, He said these 
words in John 15:11, “I want my joy to be in you, so your joy might be complete” (John 15:11  NIV). Now, that 
makes a statement about the kind of a person Jesus was. Some people think of Jesus as a, but you don’t say that 
kind of thing to people who know you best, if they think of you as a somber, unsmiling person. You don’t say I 
want my joy to be in you, so your joy might be filled up to the top.

Moms one of the greatest gifts that you can give to your kids is a demonstration of what joy looks like. – bring joy 
to your homes.

2. She taught me to live a well balanced life 		  						    
My mom always promoted trying different things.  She encouraged us kids to involve ourselves in a variety of 
different activities.  She was never overprotective nor did she shelter us from mildly dangerous activities.  And 
because of her approach I grew up to embrace change.  I didn’t fear failure because I knew that trying new things 
was a part of the art of self discovery.  I may have been one of the only football playing, choir singing, opera 
acting, javelin throwing, drama club participating, Olympics of the mind qualifying, German speaking, weight 
lifting, youth group attending, quartet harmonizing, Bible quoting, honors clubbing kids in my graduating class.  

And none of those things were forced upon me, but mom provided an environment for me to explore a well 
balanced life.  There is a very insightful passage in the book of Luke about Jesus’ relationship with his mom.  
Many people have been frustrated throughout the centuries that the Bible records so little of Jesus’ growing up 
years.  In fact there is an 18 year gap of information.  We see Jesus at age 12 teaching in the temple courts and 
then the next we hear of him he is 30 years old and starting his public ministry; except for one verse here in Luke 
2.  Jesus had just wandered away from his parents into the temple courts and they put out a search party for him 
and finally found him baffling the experts and the teachers of the law with his teachings.  After scolding him for 
wandering off, Jesus explains to his mom that she should have known that she would find him in his Father’s 
house – the temple.  Then we get these two verses which consist of the only thing we know of the next 18 years 
of Jesus’ life.  Then he went down to Nazareth with them (his parents) and was obedient to them. But his mother 
treasured all these things in her heart. And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men. 
(Luke 2:51-52  NIV)

You want to talk about a well balance life?  Here is a picture of Jesus that is quite amazing.  The four things that 
we talk about constituting a balanced life are represented here in this one little verse, mental, physical, spiritual, 
and social.  He grew mentally – in wisdom.  He grew physically – in stature.  He grew spiritually – in favor with 
God. And he grew socially – in favor with men.

One of the greatest gifts that a mom can give her children is encouragement and training and nurturing in these 
four areas.  If you are a mom with kids who are still under your roof – I would encourage you to use these four 
categories as benchmarks.  Are you challenging your children mentally?  Are you encouraging them to be well 
read, are you sitting with them as they study and interacting with them about what they’re learning?  Are you 
exposing them to stimulating conversations about things of substance, to different kinds of thought and literature?  
Are you challenging your children physically?  Are you providing opportunities for them to explore the outdoors, 
to walk and hike and climb instead of parking in front of the TV or computer.  Are you encouraging them to be 



involved in sports and exercise programs?  Are you monitoring good diets for them and proper sleeping habits?  
Are you challenging your children spiritually?  Do you read the Bible together, do you pray together?  Do you 
have spiritual conversations so that it’s safe and not weird to talk about God in your household?  Is attending 
church a priority?  Are you challenging your children socially?  Are you providing opportunities for them to have 
meaningful interactions with adults and are you coaching them in those interactions?  Are you teaching them 
simple things like how to answer the phone properly, how to speak respectfully to people in authority, how to 
address the man behind the counter at the convenience store?  Are you giving clear expectations about how they 
should interact with peers, how they should say no to improper requests from their peers?  Are you giving them 
an example with your own life of the significance and value of life-giving relationships through a small group or 
other Christian friendships?

My mom taught me about the balance of these four things in my own life.  The application for those of you who 
don’t have kids, or whose kids are grown and gone from your house, is does your life reflect a proper balance of 
these four things?  If you were giving grades for the four, how would you fare and where does the improvement 
need to happen?  And I would say that if you are fortunate to still have a mom that is living.  She surely taught you 
well in at least one of these areas.  Pick out that area where she excelled and thank her for it – elaborate on how it 
has affected your life for the better.  

3.  She taught me to pursue a “because God said so” kind of faith	 			 
One of the most oft-repeated phrases of most moms is “because I said so.”  My mom said that her share of times.  
But my mom took it one step further and instilled in me a “because God said so,” faith.  The greatest indicator of 
what should be done in any given situation was, “What would God want us to do?”  I had the distinct advantage 
of growing up in an environment where faith was a very active influence.   My parents truly decided to follow 
Christ with their whole lives when I was a young boy, and so my formative years were filled with an energized 
faith component.  My dad was discovering the adventure of life-altering change from a hot-tempered, foul 
mouthed football coach to a radical follower of Jesus Christ.  And my mom was discovering the joys of following 
Christ day by day and involving herself in the ministry of the local church and life-giving Christian relationships.

One of the key decisions in my early years, when my parent’s faith sprang into action, came when I was 14 years 
old.  They were considering a move from the small town of Corry where I had all my friends and involvements 
and securities – to the big city of Erie an hours drive away from Corry and the place where we only visited for 
special occasions like Christmas shopping or movies.  As you can imagine, this idea was devastating for me.  I was 
the oldest kid, the one with the deepest roots and, I thought, the most to lose.  Mom and dad had involved me as 
much as possible in the decision, but I was still very depressed and discouraged about leaving all my friends.   I 
remember the day when my mom had a conversation with me on my bed in my room that re-framed the whole 
decision for me.  She told me that she and dad were pretty confident that God was asking our family to make this 
move.  That He had something in store for us.  That we weren’t sure what that was going to be, but if she knew 
anything about God that it would be good and that we would do it simply, “because God said so.”  It didn’t make 
the move any less emotionally difficult for me, but in that conversation my mom set a standard for me that has 
stayed with me all these years.  It is a, “I don’t know what the future holds, but because God said so,” kind of 
faith.  The scriptures are loaded with these kinds of stories, but there is one that stands out to me.

Nowhere is this kind of faith more evident than in Luke 5 when Jesus was calling the disciples to follow him. 
He approached a lake where some fishermen were cleaning up from a grueling all-night expedition.  They were 
cleaning their nets and wrapping things up.  Jesus approached, obviously a fishing novice, and asked Peter to put 
out into the deep water.  He was testing Peter’s obedience because Jesus was making his selections on who would 
be his disciples.  So Peter went out into the deep water and Jesus asked him to put in his nets.  Now Peter knew 
better than anyone that there were no fish down there.  He was an expert fisherman, he had been out all night 
– nighttime was the prime time for big catches – it was obvious that there were no fish to be caught.  It was a line 
in the sand moment for Peter.  His head was saying there’s no way – this guy’s a teacher, what does he know about 
fishing, this is my profession, my area of expertise.   He was faced with an obedience test by being asked by Jesus 
to do something that didn’t make sense.



	
I believe the key for to happiness and fulfillment in life can be found in this simple verse of scripture in Luke 5:5.  
This was Peter’s response to Jesus the teacher giving him fishing advice.  There are five words in this verse that will 
transform your life forever, are you ready?  “Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t 
caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets.”  (Luke 5:5  NIV)

What an awesome lesson in obedience!  Everything inside me is saying I don’t think this is right, I’m sure you’re 
wrong Lord, this is my area God – this is my job, this is my family, this is my purchase, this is my decision, BUT 
BECAUSE YOU SAY SO. . . My mom demonstrated to me that my success or failure as a follower of Christ is 
contained in those five words.  If we are truly “followers,” sometimes following happens when it doesn’t feel right.  
Obedience is the love language of God.  Do you want to demonstrate to God that you love him?  Don’t just sing 
to Him, don’t just read about Him, OBEY Him!  Jesus said, “If you love me, you’ll obey what I command.”  

The battleground of obedience lies in the mundane activities that we busy ourselves with every day - the activity 
of our lives.  The Christian life is won or lost in the moments that have been entrusted to us.  And those moments 
make up our hours and those hours are represented as little lines on the calendar of our lives, and those lines turn 
into boxes in our calendars, and those boxes make up pages and those pages comprise books and pretty soon 
we’re left with a stack of calendars each one representing a year of our short existence on this planet.  And inside 
those pages lies the story of our lives, crafted one moment at a time.  And ultimately we’re left with a life that we 
have lived.  And that life is a trophy and it either has God’s name on it or it has yours on it.  And the name that 
goes on that trophy is engraved in the moments.

4. She taught me that family is worth fighting for	 						    
One of the images of my mom that I will have etched into my mind until the day I die is from about 7 years 
ago.  My grandfather, her dad, was approaching the end of his life.  My oldest son Caleb was just a baby and we 
were gathered as a family in a restaurant in the Pittsburgh area near where my grandfather was hospitalized.  I 
remember looking across the table at my mom.  On one side she had her dad in a wheelchair almost unable to 
feed himself he was so weak and on her other side she had Caleb in a high chair.  She was helping them both 
get situated and fed and taken care of and it was such an incredible picture to me of the care that she had for 
her family.  I remember thinking in that moment, “there is nothing more important to her than this - nothing 
more important than these people.”  I was reminded of a passage in the book of Isaiah where God is likened to a 
mother.

“Can a woman forget her nursing child and have no compassion on the son of her womb? Even these may forget, 
but I will not forget you. “Behold, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands; your walls are continually 
before Me. “Your builders hurry; your destroyers and devastators will depart from you.” Lift up your eyes and look 
around; all of them gather together, they come to you. (Isaiah 49:15-18  NAS)

Mom was like God in that they both fought for their family.  My mom fought for our family in several different ways.

Through affirmation - Growing up, I knew that I had a cheerleader in mom. She always took delight when I 
accomplished something. She was always there to encourage me when I failed. I can’t think of a single time in my 
life when I didn’t know I had her in my corner…on my side. 

Through time – One of the great enemies of the family is time.  My mom always made time for us and in this 
way, she fought for the health of our family. USA Today had an article in which the writer interviewed experts 
in different fields like physical fitness, vocational life, relationships, sleep and so on. All of the experts listed 
how much time a person needs to devote in their particular area just to get by…not to be a master of it, but 
minimally…How much do you need to sleep? What do you need to devote to your career? How much exercise 
do you need? The writer totaled all of those amounts, and they came to about 40 hours a day. Experts tell us that 
this is the minimal amount of time that we need to spend on things just to get by. Without a firm commitment to 
making time for family it just won’t happen.  My mom fought for us with time.

Through her commitment to her marriage - I know that without this marital commitment, my parents could 
each be on to their third partner by now.  Like all marriages, I’m sure that there were many crossroad moments in 



their marriage at which they had to decide which way to go.  They could have chosen the easier road of calling 
it quits and ripping at the very fabric of our family.  But every time that intersection came, they chose to stay 
together, to work it out.

At the beginning of this message I asked you to recall the happiest day of your life, and I made the point that today 
should be the happiest.  But there is one day that stands out to me as one of the best in all my life.  I was about 10 
years old.  My parents had been arguing and it was one of those arguments that lasted over the span of a couple 
of days, or weeks, I don’t know – it seemed like forever.  It was the early 80’s and the divorce rate was a hot topic 
in the news.  I had been hearing about this thing called divorce and wondering if it was something that would 
ever happen to my parents.  I can honestly say that it was my greatest fear.  There was also talk at that time of 
nuclear war, but this divorce thing was by far a greater source of fear for me.  So I would hear them arguing when 
I was laying in my bed at night and my mind would play all kinds of tricks on me – I even left a little note on their 
bed one night asking them to love each other again.  Then one day after school, my mom sat down on the couch 
with me and explained to me how much she and dad loved each other.  And that even that people who love each 
other argue sometimes.  She assured me that they both loved our family too much to ever get divorced – that it 
was not an option for them.

I want to pause for just a moment and say that I don’t want this illustration to become a source of depression or 
guilt for those of you in this room that may have gone through a divorce.  Please know that this is a church filled 
with broken people and ones that have made mistakes.  You are not second class citizens here by any stretch.  
You belong here.  But if you are in a marriage relationship right now, and are thinking about getting out, my 
encouragement is to find a way to make it work.

Because all I know is that as a ten-year-old kid that conversation with my mom changed my life. Mom and dad 
didn’t have a perfect marriage after that, but that security made all the difference for me. I know my wild little 
heart well enough that I shudder to think what I would have done in high school and college had both of my 
parents not been a permanent presence in my house. It was the most powerful decision that the two of them made 
that affected me. There are so many reasons to fight for your marriage. So many reasons to say, “One more time, I 
will forgive. I will love. I will have a conversation.” My mom taught me that our family was worth fighting for.

Mom, thanks for all you have taught me about life, about love, laughter, and about God.   
I love you for it.


