“Stephanie’s Joy and Hope”
A Celebration 

I saw Stephanie a few weeks ago as I was coming out of the Harris Teeter.  I was headed for my car when I heard a voice call from across the parking lot, “Hello, Pastor Harvey.”   I turned to see Stephanie with a big smile on her face, making her way between parked cars with little Evelyn in one arm and Samuel in tow.   She was eager to talk, asking how things were going with me, catching me up on Reid and the kids and then saying how much she was enjoying and learning in the bible study that she was doing with my wife Cathy and some other women in our church.   We chatted for a little while and then she headed off, pretending to race Samuel into the store.     

As I thought about that chance meeting last night, I thought of how much that epitomized for me who Stephanie was.   Many a mother would have thought better of interrupting the daunting task of grocery shopping with two little ones to flag down a friend, and justifiably so.  But not Stephanie.   
My son, Luke, said of her that she was always smiling.   Indeed Stephanie was full of joy and when you were around her it was contagious.  She was quick to offer an encouraging word, and eager to know and listen to what you thought or had to say.   
She was a devoted, loving wife and mother.  In fact, someone said this weekend they thought Stephanie was the perfect mother.  I think Stephanie would have been the first to say she was far from perfect either as a wife or mother.  Her humility was one quality which endeared her to others.   One thing is for sure, she would have been the first to say that she wanted more than anything to love God with all her heart, and to love Reid and the children with a Christ-like love, and she was constantly in pursuit of doing that. 
I am sure that most of us here today could share a story or some manner in which Stephanie has touched your life.   And I want to encourage you to do that, perhaps in a note or email that Reid could share with the kids.   But I think Stephanie would not have wanted me to stand up here and just talk about her.   

Reid shared with me an email which Stephanie sent in reply to someone who had paid her a compliment on being so full of joy.  She wrote back and said something to the effect of, “Thank you, but really it’s not me.  It’s Christ in me.”  Stephanie was certainly full of joy and hope.  None of us would debate that.  But more than just knowing that, she would want you to know where that joy and hope came from.   She would want you to know it was Christ living in her.   
If you walk around Stephanie’s house, you will find Scripture hanging on the walls, the words ‘love’ and ‘believe’ are carved in large letters over her kitchen.  She drew her joy and her hope from loving and believing in Christ Jesus and trusting in his promises.   And while I am sure she would never have wished to leave this life so early, and I know she would never choose to leave behind the family she loved so dearly, Stephanie was able to face death with the same hope she had in life because of Christ in her.   He was her joy and hope.  
Because of Christ, Stephanie is with the God she loved so dearly.  Because of Christ, she now sees face to face, the One whom she knew by faith during her life here.  Because of Christ, Stephanie is safely home, living in the joyful and peaceful presence of the Lord.   You can be absolutely certain of that.  
But there’s something else I want you to be certain of, because I know for some here today, there is the nagging question of why?   One of the passages that Stephanie had underlined in her bible was Isaiah 55:8-9.  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord, “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways.”   

I want you to be certain that God’s sovereign ways are wise and good and trustworthy.   He will always do right.  We may not understand why, but we can be sure that His plan and purpose are always for the good of those He loves.   That is not simply a comforting cliché, but rock solid truth that will anchor and comfort your soul even in the stormiest times.   

Yet, in the midst of celebrating this life which touched many others, and rejoicing that Stephanie’s joy and hope are complete, still we are left with sadness and sorrow.  There is deep grief in having to say goodbye to one we so dearly loved.  

I want end by sharing with you a story from the life of Jesus.  Jesus was not unacquainted with the grief and sorrow that come in losing a loved one.  The story is found in the gospel of John, chapter 11.  Jesus had received word a few days earlier that a very close friend of his, Lazarus had fallen ill and was dying.  By the time Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, Lazarus had died a few days earlier and had already been laid to rest in the tomb.  The Bible tells us that Jesus was deeply moved, and that when he saw the tomb he wept.  Lazarus’ two sisters were there, Martha and Mary, both were also very dear friends of Jesus.  When they saw him, both came to him and said, “Lord if you had only been here, you could have done something.”  They were asking the “Why” question.  They had seen Jesus heal the sick, and they had hoped that perhaps he could have healed Lazarus.  But now it appeared to them that all hope was gone.  They were left in sadness, grief and despair.  
But Jesus, seeing their sadness, says to them something I’m sure they did not expect to hear.   He gave them words of hope.  He said to them, “I am the resurrection and the life.  Whoever believes in me, though he dies, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”  
Now you may know the end of the story.  Jesus goes to the tomb, has the stone rolled away and calls Lazarus out of the tomb to demonstrate the truthfulness of his words and the reality that He was indeed sent by God.  But here’s the thing, the reality is that Lazarus would die again later on, and Mary and Martha and all those who would follow Jesus would eventually die.  In our minds it is truly heartbreaking to lose a wife, a mother, a daughter, a friend at such a young age, but the reality is that the difference between 35 years and 95 years compared to eternity is almost indistinguishable.  One day every single one of us will come to the end of our life.  I know Stephanie understood that and she was prepared for that.   
So what hope is Jesus offering?  It is the hope of eternal life, life beyond the grave where we’re told there is fullness of peace, joy, and love in the presence of God himself.  A place where God will finally wipe every tear from our eyes.  Where there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.  That is the hope that Stephanie had and has realized.  And that is the hope that Jesus still offers to all who believe in him.  He asked Martha and Mary and he asks you and me today… “Do you believe?”
Friends, as we come to remember and celebrate Stephanie’s life, we are reminded of what a precious gift life is.  We are also reminded that this gift comes to an end all to quickly for each and everyone of us here on this earth.  But God has promised an even greater gift, life everlasting in a place ten-thousand times more wonderful than we can ever imagine.   And he offers that gift freely to every single person who will trust in Him, believe in Him, in the life, death and resurrection of his Son Jesus Christ.  
Stephanie loved and trusted Jesus.   She would want that for every single one of you as well.   And my prayer for each of us here today, is that the sadness and grief that death brings for those of us left behind, would be transformed into the joy and hope of life that Stephanie knew through the love and grace of Jesus Christ.  
