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There are relatively few days in your life when a special speaker is brought in, at significance expense, for the express purpose of telling you the most important thing you need to hear in light of the occasion.  And, if you are typical, you will soon forget who your commencement speaker was, and what I had to say.  It is the rare message that “sticks” with its hearers; even President Lincoln, on the burial grounds at Gettysburg in 1863 said, “The world will little note, nor long remember, what we say here….”  I don’t remember who my high school or graduate school commencement speaker was; I do remember that Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan was my undergraduate speaker; but I have no idea what he talked about.  So I expect to be in good company among the forgotten speakers of your lives.
Mr. Thibault has not given me any instructions about what my topic should be today; he knows me pretty well.  He did give me one instruction however:  Keep it short.  And if you’re going to forget it anyway, there’s no sense in my prolonging the inevitable.  I ought to just close in prayer and let you get on with things.

But I won’t.  There is something that I want you to hear today; and while it may be too much to ask that you remember it, we’ll leave that part of it to the Lord.
The fact is, I have been your teacher, your mentor, your cheerleader, and your tormentor.  I have tremendously fond memories of teasing some of you (But I hope as well that you, my victims, remember that I only tease those I love and respect); I cherish the remembrance of many days hoping and praying that James wouldn’t ask any questions, because we all knew he was smarter than I was; I was challenged by the conversation on a van one day when Chelsea told us about how she and other youth of her church gave up every Saturday and Sunday in order to man their bus ministry and reach boys and girls for Jesus.  But whatever our past connection has been, I stand before you today humbled, and uncertain as to what the future holds.  I am a bundle of joy and anxiety—a little like some of you.
Since I left here nearly a year ago, I have been a substitute teacher in 9 different schools; I have conducted 19 church services; I have edited 2 books; and most recently I have been an ambassador, representing the government of the United States.  I took a federal exam to qualify for the post, went through a background check and confirmation process, took the oath of office, and became an official agent of the US Department of Commerce.  I have traveled extensively and have been involved in complex negotiations, sometimes with hostile adversaries.  My staff and I have worked day and night to be faithful ambassadors from our government to our target population.  The job has been a mix of shoe leather, diplomacy, and paperwork.  When our mission is completed and its history is written, it will be recorded that success came in part because I made a difference—I counted.  I’m a census worker.
We can joke about it all we want to, but the fact is that there is a spiritual parallel between our work with the census bureau and our ministry with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  2 Corinthians 5:20 is very specific:  “…We are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us:  we pray you in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled to God.”  Our job in the neediest neighborhoods of Binghamton was to convince a suspicious, unbelieving population that the census was true, and necessary, and worthy of their involvement; our ministry in this needy world is to convince a lost and dying people that it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of an angry God, but it is a glorious miracle to be forgiven by faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ!  
To the best of my knowledge, you are all qualified to knock on doors for the King of Kings.  You have all failed the test of sin, but because of a moment when you became a new creature in Christ, your background check came back clean.  Having been here at PCS for months or years (in addition to your own church and biblical upbringing) has given you the training that you need to help others make sure that their names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.  The diploma you receive today is not a pink slip, laying you off from the Lord’s service, but rather is a commission to reach your neighbors, regardless of their age, race, or ethnicity, and to share with them the reality of a home on High where they can live eternally and rent free, because the price has been paid by the blood of Jesus Christ!
But I have a great concern for you—especially if you are normal.  Are you a typical class?  Are you average Christian teens?  Because, if you are, most of you will ignore your commission—you will resign your position as ambassador for Christ—and you will become another statistic of 2010.
Two recent surveys tell the sad story:  one determined that 88% of children raised in evangelical homes leave church at the age of 18; the other said that 90% of youth active in high school church programs drop out of church by the time they are sophomores in college—and they don’t come back.  One study of over 1,000 of these newly unchurched young adults concluded that many had started to doubt the Bible as early as 4th grade; and, though they still call themselves Christians, they redefine what Christianity means.  Their new definition ignores the role of the church, which they thought was “…irrelevant and boring.”  More young women leave the church than young men, and white drop-outs outnumber minorities by nearly a 3-to-1 margin.
We understand why the natural man cannot receive biblical truth, for it is spiritually discerned; but why are we losing our young believers?  Parents and friends, we must share the blame.  If our children think that eternal separation from God in the darkness of Hell, where there is weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth—if our children think that that is irrelevant, it is because we have failed to live in the light of its fearful reality.  If our children think that the Heavenly City, the New Jerusalem with its gates of pearl and its streets of gold, its river of life where the Lamb is the light of it—if our children think that that is boring, it is because we have failed to live in the joy and promise of our salvation.
Seniors, it is too late for us to go back and re-live our lives in front of you.  But if the Lord tarries, and if you will be true to your calling, you can make the difference in the next generation that we failed to make in this one.  And there are other objections that you will have to face, with your words and your life.  87% of the unchurched believe that Christians are judgmental—and 59% of church members have considered leaving the church because of the unloving way in which other members have treated them!  The Bible tells us not to judge others, but it also tells us to test the spirits.  If you are going to count for Christ and make a difference in your world, you are going to have to pray daily, in the words of our Savior, that you will be “…wise as serpents and harmless as doves.”
And, while you’re at it, you will need to be real.  85% of outsiders think that Christians are hypocrites, picking and choosing their beliefs to serve their own purposes, rather than being “Christ-ones.”  Many teens leave the church rather than keep on “faking it” like they had to do when they were at home or in the Christian school—and in one way I admire them.  We don’t need them to be phonies pretending to fit in!  But dropping out isn’t the answer:  dropping on their knees and getting serious with God is the solution that will strip off their own mask, and will attract others to our beautiful Savior.
James, Burt, Polycarpe, Hector, Conner, Vanessa, Chloe, Becky, I have a picture of you from last year, standing in front of the Marine Corps Memorial in Arlington, Virginia, as my desktop wallpaper on my computer where I see it every day.  And every day when I looked at it I have prayed that you, and Chelsea, and Brittney would not be typical teens.  I have prayed that you would be unusual—unusual and usable for God.  
When Mr. Thibault and I started in the Christian School Movement, we thought that we were going to be the instruments that God would use to raise up an army of pastors and missionaries—and I know I speak for him as well as for myself when I say that all too often, we have been disappointed by the educated worldlings we have turned out.  But, every now and then, there is a class—a group of young people that God gets a hold of and determines to use to accomplish great things for Himself.  My prayer for you, and my challenge to you, is to BE THAT CLASS.  I don’t care if everyone here forgets what I said today—but BE THAT CLASS and tomorrow, or a year from now, or a lifetime from now, may all you encounter recognize and remember what God has done in and through you, because each of you has been an ambassador for Christ. 
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