Commencement

I had one of those “Proud Papa” moments a couple of weeks ago as I watched my “baby girl,” Rachel, receive her diploma and graduate from Mississippi College with her degree in Elementary Education. It was a wonderful moment! In the midst of it all, I quietly thanked God for giving Debbie and me the privilege and blessing of “raising” Rachel. I gave thanks for the quality of her life and the awesomeness of her walk with Jesus. I thanked the Father for the ways in which He would use her to touch many lives as a committed and faithful elementary school teacher. (And, yes, I must admit, I did give thanks that the “Tuition Wagon” had made its last stop at the Day Household!) It was indeed a glad and gratitude-filled moment of commencement and new beginnings!

This time of year is filled with many “moments of commencement” across the Mid-South. A lot of “Mamas and Papas” have proudly watched their babies graduate from kindergartens, middle schools, high schools, colleges, and grad schools and experienced the same gladness and gratitude that the Day Family experienced a few weeks ago. CONGRATULATIONS TO YOU ALL! This time of year also reminds me of the first time I ever heard the word “commencement” and began to know what it meant. It was in connection with something called “VBS Commencement” and for a pre-teen boy at the Haywood Hills Baptist Church in the early 1960’s, it was a really big deal. In my memory, it seems that I always got a new pair of shoes around the time of VBS Commencement. (One year they were Black and White Saddle Oxfords…very stylish and very Pat Boone-ish!) I did not understand why I got new shoes for VBS…and I still don’t…but it may have had something to do with a belief that the boy who carried the American Flag in the processional should not be barefooted. I do remember that the new shoes hurt my feet and I could hardly wait for the first “Sit-Down Chord” that signaled some sense of relief.
Fortunately, my memories of VBS and VBS commencement exceed the swollen pride of carrying the flag in the processional, the swollen feet induced by new shoes, and the swollen, broken nose suffered in the 1963 Commencement Day Picnic Baseball Game. VBS Commencement was a really big deal because it signaled really big changes in the lives of the boys and girls who participated in Vacation Bible School. We celebrated the new things we had learned, the new things we had made, and the new life that many had found as they met Jesus for the first time. I know, now, that those VBS celebrations were glad and Spirit-filled moments of commencement and new beginnings!
Not many churches hold VBS Commencement anymore and, believe it or not, it is not really important if they do or do not. What is really important is that thousands of churches across the Mid-South and the rest of our nation are “commencing” upon their annual effort to tell children and adults the life-changing story of Jesus through the ministry of Vacation Bible Schools. Last year, according to reports from Baptist Press, almost 3 million people were enrolled in Southern Baptist Vacation Bible Schools and 94,980 of those people invited Jesus into their lives. LifeWay Research reports that VBS is the most-utilized evangelism tool for Southern Baptist churches. The North American Mission Board further reports that twenty-six percent of the baptisms in Southern Baptist churches result from decisions to receive Christ that were made during Vacation Bible Schools. Now, numbers are often just numbers and statistics are often just statistics. But, these numbers and statistics easily demonstrate that VBS–season signals the “commencement” of one of Southern Baptists’ most pervasive, effective, and fruitful evangelistic efforts for the entire year!

Therefore, it is fitting that we “commence” to pray for this massive effort to share the good news of Jesus Christ. Will you join me in praying for the Vacation Bible Schools that will be held in our city, across the Mid-South, and around our nation over the next several weeks? Will you join me in praying that the VBS at your church will result in many “changed lives” and “new beginnings?” God is faithful…and He will answer our prayers with glad, gratitude-filled, and Spirit-filled moments of “commencement” and celebration!

Bro. Mike

