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                      The Funeral of Lester Gregersen ~ October 27, 2007

A Man of Letters

Jean, Cindy, Leighton, LaNette, Laureen, and Lorelei, other family members and friends of Lester Gregersen:

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

He was “a man of letters.”  This is a phrase that is often used to describe those who are highly educated, professionals who make their living with their mind.  To the world, Lester certainly didn’t fit this definition.  He was a farmer, who made his living with his hands.  Like many of his generation, his formal education ended with the 8th grade.  But I think of him as “a man of letters.”

Just last week, when I visited with him, we talked about his fondness for hand-written letters and cards.  I told him how one of the members of Trinity, had told me how much he appreciated the hand-written letter Lester had sent him when he had cancer.  He looked at it often for encouragement and comfort. 

Lester also appreciated receiving letters.  As Jean and Lorelei looked for one of Lester’s photographs the night he died, I saw a number of boxes filled with cards and notes that Lester had received and carefully kept to look at from time to time.  Many of them came for his 85th birthday this last spring.

St. Paul, the apostle, was also “a man of letters.”  Thirteen of them have been preserved in the New Testament, where Christians through the ages have drawn upon them for wisdom, strength, and comfort.  The text of my sermon this morning comes from one of those letters.  Please listen to 2 Timothy 4:6-13.   

“The time has come for my departure.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for His appearing.

“Do your best to come to me quickly, for Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica.  Crescens has gone to Galatia, and Titus to Dalmatia.  Only Luke is with me.  Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.  I sent Tychicus to Ephesus.  When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, and my scrolls, especially the parchments.”   Here ends the text.

There he was: an old man whose life was drawing to a close.  His travels were now measured in terms of feet and yards, as opposed to the miles that he had once been able to journey.  The years had taken their toll and he was tired clear down to his bones.  Indeed, his movements were restricted by his physical condition.  In fact, he knew that the end of his life was at hand, and he looked forward to the time when the Lord would call him home to the glory that awaited him.  His desire was to depart and to be with Christ, which would be far greater.  

At this point in his life, his needs were few and they were very simple.  In his present condition, only the basics of physical and spiritual life were important to him.  One of his blessings was to have the medical care that was required.  But luxuries, accumulation of material possessions, prestige, and past accomplishment were unimportant at this stage of his life.

His restrictions in movement also came from his surroundings.  He could only move about when others allowed it.  He was not free to go wherever he wanted; in fact, he was confined.  Indeed, when he wrote to Timothy, Paul was a prisoner in Rome awaiting his execution for being a Christian.

As we think about what Paul’s needs were, we can readily see that Lester’s were similar.  In his letter, Paul included the request that Timothy bring his cloak.  The combination of age, the winter and the chill of his dungeon left the apostle desiring to be kept warm.  So also with Lester there was the need for the immediate physical necessities—warmth, food, shelter, clothing, and tender loving care.

But there was also the recognition that he needed spiritual care as well.  One of the marks of faith is to recognize the need to take care of one’s soul.  Unlike so many today who are willing to render only lip service to the Almighty, faithful men like Paul and Lester confessed their sin and looked to God for forgiveness and salvation and eternal life.  Whenever they were able, they worshiped their Lord.  

They were not like those who were once members of the church, but who, like the man named Demas in our reading, “loved this world,” and deserted the faith and had no place for God any longer.  No, indeed, they acknowledged that they were sinful in thought, word, and deed.  They knew that Christ had died for their sins, taking the penalty of their guilt upon His cross.  

Their hope was in the Lord Jesus who rose again from the dead to ensure victory over death; and that they had only because of God’s grace.  Christ was their confession of faith, the only One in Whom there is hope for life in the face of death.  And face death we must, for each one of us will come to the end of this life here on earth.  The time will come for our own departure.

Paul knew that his death would come at any moment at the hands of the Romans.  While Lester lived for years with a weak heart, he did not know when or how the Almighty would call him into eternal glory.  But both were ready for their departure.  Both could say: “The time has come for my departure.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”

Are you ready?  Could you say the same thing?  Just as surely as the mortal remains of Lester are before us today, so also will it be for each of us here.  When will the time for your departure come?  None of us know, do we?

But perhaps a more important question is this: “Will you be ready?”  What are you going to do with this Jesus?  For those of you who have neglected your spiritual welfare or that of your family, let both the words of Paul and the reality of Lester’s departure demonstrate your need for a faithful relationship with the Lord.

A funeral is a sober reminder of what is truly important in life.  Christ’s Church is our place of birth as Christians, and it is where we are finally laid to rest.  Our spiritual birth—actually, our rebirth—took place in Holy Baptism.  Our sins were forgiven by the gracious redemptive power of God through the resurrection of Christ Jesus.  The Holy Spirit descended upon us to fill us with new life.

And throughout our earthly existence, that new life is nourished in worship, by the Word of God and Holy Communion, where we receive Christ’s body and blood, given and shed for the forgiveness of our sin.  The liturgies of the Church, so full of rich insights, teach us the truths of God and put songs of faith in our hearts.  All this prepares us for the final time when the sign of the cross is made over us and we are laid to rest in the confident hope of the resurrection of the dead.

Paul stated the truth that those who have no such trust in and worship of the Lord will not partake in the joys and blessings of heaven, when he wrote: “Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for His appearing.”

God’s Word was important to Paul.  When he was no longer able to go about freely and be with the congregation for worship, his desire was still to have the Word of God brought to him.  He asked Timothy to bring the books and the parchments to him—to have the Word of God brought to him in his prison cell.

When Lester was not able to come to church, he desired to have the Word of the Lord brought to him, too.  Just last week, I went to Lester and Jean’s house, where they confessed their sins, received Christ’s absolution, and heard God’s holy Word.  After receiving the very body and blood of his Lord Jesus Christ, Lester was able to confess this hope first expressed by Simeon: “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace according to Thy Word, for mine eyes have seen Thy Salvation, which Thou hast prepared before the face of all people.”      

I might add at this point that all of us, but especially you children, need to take a lesson from Lester with respect to memorizing Scripture, the liturgy, and hymn verses.  When his eyes grew dim, so that he could no longer read clearly, he still had those wonderful words because he knew many of them from memory.

Paul wrote that he wanted Timothy and Mark to come to be with him.  He needed to have people around him.  The same was true with Lester.  While Jean was his companion and helper for over 23 years, he also enjoyed visiting with the rest of his family, friends, and members of the congregation.  

When I visited with Lester, he would talk about his family, farming, his cows, and John Deere tractors.  But he didn’t just talk about himself.  He would ask about my family, my wife, children, and even my parents.  He would ask how things were going in the church, and what was happening out in the world.

The last few times I met with Lester, we spoke about death.  He said that while he was in no hurry to leave his family and friends, he was ready for his departure.  God had given him a wonderful life.  More than that, Lester knew that Jesus had died on the cross for him, exchanging His righteousness for Lester’s sin.  And, he knew that because Jesus rose from the dead, he would be raised to eternal life with the Lord.  

Because we are God’s forgiven children, we have hope and comfort in the face of death.  Lester believed that.  He was baptized and knew he was a forgiven child of God.  And now that the time has come for his departure, he has life with God!  Three words sum up Lester’s state right now.  These three words are “with the Lord.”  That’s what eternal life is: being in the presence of the eternal God who is love.  That is joyful bliss beyond all description.  We, here today, sorrow at losing Lester.  But Lester would not have us grieve, for He is with the Lord!

Just imagine for a moment what Lester would say if he could speak to us now.  If he were to write us one last letter, it might sound like this:

“To my wife, Jean, my children, and all who have known me: I may have suffered during by earthly life, but all is different now.  I am beyond any pain or discomfort.  By God’s grace in His Son, Jesus Christ, I now am in the presence of God.  You are the ones in pain.  But in heaven you, too, will not know pain.  God will wipe away every tear from your eyes.  So, even as you mourn, please dwell on the joys—the many joyful times God permitted us to have together.  


“Remember our common faith in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  That faith you confess in the Creed is the same faith held dear by us in heaven, too.  That meal you share at the Lord’s Table in the Divine Service, is shared by all of us, too.  Remember, how you pray and sing “with angels and archangels, and all the company of heaven”?  The Lord’s Supper is one place where heaven and earth come together, and all Christians, living and departed, join together as one to praise the glorious holy name of our Lord.

“I love each of you so much—each in a special and different way.  But my love is nothing compared to the great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are!  So rejoice!  Christ died for us and rose again!  And because of that, I will see you again!  We will be together with the Lord forever!  Until then fight the good fight.  Finish the race.  Keep the faith.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.    
