Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church History

Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church began as a local mission project of the Church Extension Committee of Memorial Presbyterian Church in West Palm Beach.  Originally called Lake Osborne Presbyterian Chapel, it started Thursday evening services in an old residence at 615 Sunset Drive on July 5, 1956.  Subsequently meetings were held throughout July and August.

A young pastor, Rev. John McCrea was approached by the pastor of Memorial Presbyterian Church, Rev. Dr. Ryan T. Wood, to consider pastoring the mission church.  He was a Columbia Seminary graduate and accepted the call to be the first pastor of the fledgling Lake Osborne Presbyterian Chapel in August, 1956.  The first regular Sunday worship service was held on September 30, 1956, with Rev. John McCrea officiating.  

A permanent site was soon purchased on the corner of Sunset Drive at Sixth Avenue South.  It contained a two-story house and was known as the Hill House. This house served for Sunday worship until the Fellowship Hall was built.  On Sunday, February 5, 1961, a Groundbreaking Service was held marking the beginning of construction of the Fellowship Hall, classrooms and offices.  After its completion the Fellowship Hall served as the Sanctuary until 1985.

The Hill House continued to be a hub of activity for the youth from 1968 through 1971.  It housed the Inscape Coffee House, a meeting place for the neighborhood teenagers and was open on Saturday evenings.  It attracted one hundred to two hundred youth each week.  Many of them made professions of faith as a result of their attendance.  The Hill House also was used for Sunday school and other church related activities.  The Hill House was demolished in 1984 to make room for the present day Sanctuary.  

The Chapel Council with the advice and support of Memorial Presbyterian Church decided to submit a petition that the Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church be constituted as a regular church at the spring meeting of the Presbytery on April 16, 1957.  In response a commission was appointed to organize the chapel as a Presbyterian Church.  Members of the commission appointed by the Presbytery met Sunday afternoon May 5, 1957. at 3:30 P.M. and an Organizational Service was held making us Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church.  Rev. Dr. Ryan T. Wood officiated.  Rev. John McCrea read the letter from the Memorial Presbyterian Church transferring thirty-six of its members.

September 7, 1962 Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church purchased the Rev. John McCrea property to be used as a manse.  Rev. McCrea and his wife helped design this house which has served as a manse for almost fifty years.  Rev. Russell Toms and his family and later Rev. Lynn Downing and his family lived in this house.  Rev. Dr. Larry Roff and his wife purchased the house in 2004 and live there now.

On April 1, 1962, Lake Osborne called Rev. Russell Toms, Assistant Pastor of Memorial Presbyterian, to be the pastor.  He accepted and served until January 5, 1971.  The present pastor Rev. Richard Lynn Downing was called during 1971 and was installed on March 21, 1971.  He was previously with Men of Action.

PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN AMERICA – During 1973 a new plan to unite the Northern and Southern mainline Presbyterian churches was taking shape.  Many conservative churches separated from the Presbyterian Church in the United States in opposition to long developing liberalism. 

Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church was one of the two hundred sixty churches who participated in the First General Assembly of what was to become the Presbyterian Church in America.  The assembly convened in Birmingham, Alabama.  The assembly organized the National Presbyterian Church which later was renamed the Presbyterian Church in America.  Our congregation unanimously voted to join with it.

The Reverend Lynn Downing, pastor of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church, was a signatory to the founding documents.  There were two other delegates from the church who were present for this historic occasion.

SANCTUARY BUILDING – When membership had reached three hundred ten, with anticipation of reaching five hundred, it was time to move ahead with building a sanctuary.  This was vital in order to help accomplish the goal of making disciples through worship, evangelism, Christian education and service.

In 1984, Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church saw the groundbreaking for the new sanctuary, which soon became a beautiful reality.  A mission conference was held the week preceding the dedication .  Rev. Frank Barker of Briarwood Presbyterian Church in Birmingham, Alabama led the conference.  This emphasized missions as an important reason for expansion of facilities.  

The inspiring Dedication Ceremony on March 17, 1985, had Rev. Stephen Brown, pastor of Key Biscayne Presbyterian Church in Miami as the speaker.  The dedication of the sanctuary was truly a memorable event in the history of our church.   

STEEPLE – The steeple became a beacon in the Lake Osborne area.  It is easily seen from I-95 and serves as a landmark for giving directions.  In one instance a suicidal woman saw the steeple and came seeking help.  After talking to one of the pastors she trusted in Christ.

Hurricane Wilma destroyed the steeple on October 24, 2005.  There were those who were not sure that replacing it was a good idea, mainly because of the expense.  The congregation voted to replace the steeple with one that could withstand 140 mph winds.  It was erected on January 5, 2007.  The sanctuary was whole once more.  

CHURCH PLANTING AND OUTREACH – When Rev. Lynn Downing arrived in 1971 the church was struggling.  In 1973, with encouragement from him the church began mission conferences.  As well as attracting many visitors these conferences sparked an interest in outreach at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church.  In 1977 Wellington Church was organized.  Another church was started in Jupiter on May 15, 1983.  Jupiter Presbyterian Church became a particular church.  After that the Palm Beach Gardens Mission was started.  In addition, we had significant participation in church plants at Sebring, Florida and Stuart, Florida.  A church extension and outreach project was started in the Atlantis community.  Early Sunday morning church services were held in a private home and continued for several years.  The attendance reached an average of forty and on one occasion attendance peaked to ninety. Eventually most of those worshiping there were integrated into Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church congregation.

MISSIONS – Missions have long been a priority with Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church.  Today the church provides support to fourteen different missionaries and mission projects, locally, nationally and worldwide.  A significant amount of the church’s growth is probably attributable to its strong emphasis on missions.  On the average ninety-five to one hundred thousand dollars is contributed annually by members of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church.  Since 1973 over thirty individuals from our church have been called to and devoted significant portions of their lives to full time ministry or to the mission field.  This is a blessing that continues today.  Presently there are three young men from our church who are at some stage of progress toward ordination to the ministry or serving in other full time ministry positions.  

MINISTRIES – Recently there is a fresh wind of The Spirit moving in our congregation.  God is blessing the ministry to youth and children so that the young people themselves are not only very receptive, but inviting friends to join them.  Shepherding Groups under the leadership of our elders and deacons are helping members to feel that there is always someone for them to call on at anytime.  The Lord’s blessing is on the many Home Bible Studies as more people have a hunger for growth in the knowledge and understanding of His Scripture.

The choir is singing with new enthusiasm and it is a blessing to the morning worship service.  Their additional programs, including the home school children attract people who might not otherwise attend church.

WOMEN IN THE CHURCH – The women of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church were organized into the “Women in the Church” officially in May 1957 after having operated as Circle 14 of Memorial Presbyterian Church of West Palm Beach.  By the end of 1957 three circles were formed with a membership of thirty-seven women.  They were off to a good start and filled their role as “helpmates” to the activities of the church.

Through the first thirty years the WIC was organized under the direction of the church’s elders and the area Presbytery, and nationally from the WIC Headquarters in Atlanta.  Each year there was an election of appropriate officers.  Several times a year general meetings were held with special speakers and music along with an opportunity to raise funds to support special projects such as Ridge Haven, WIC Headquarters, and Belhaven College.

Women’s retreats were popular for several years.  Mother’s Morning Out, ministry of WIC, started in 1978 and continued off and on for many years.  It was a vital women’s ministry reaching out to young mothers.  In 1987 the look of the Women in the Church began to change.  The focus of WIC at LOPC now is to help educate women in the areas of Gen.2:18, that women are created to be helpers; Gen 3:20, that women are called to be life-givers, and in Ps. 144:2 they are to be supporting pillars.  The women have become more intentional in planning studies and events to communicate this and have become prayer warriors.

WOMEN’S ENCOURAGEMENT – The Women’s Encouragement Group started around 1999.  This group of ladies meets weekly for fellowship, Bible Study, prayer and to encourage shut-ins.  Their prayer time focuses on needs of the church as well as individuals.  Each member has approximately eight individuals or families that they pray for that month.  They also encourage the church family by sending out birthday cards.  They often take refreshments and celebrate birthdays of shut-ins or for those ninety or over.  A couple times a year they bring those who are able to the church for a social gathering.  They are a loving, caring group of ladies who feel they are serving the Lord as well as meeting needs of the church family. 

CONCLUSION – This very brief history of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church doesn’t permit mentioning by name all of those who played a part in its organization and continuation.  Many have been involved in numerous roles and it is impossible to give each credit for their efforts.

The Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church is not about what we as individuals have accomplished.  It is however, about what God has done.  His orchestration in guiding us each step of the way was and is awesome.

In all things to God be the glory.
MINISTERS WHO HAVE SERVED

LAKE OSBORNE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Pastors and Associate Pastors

Reverend John Thomas McCrea. Ordination June 5, 1949. Installed May 5, 1957. Senior Pastor at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church.  Accepted a call to First Presbyterian Church in Galveston, Texas on November 15, 1961. Received his training at Columbia Seminary. 

Reverend Russell D. Toms.  Ordination April 29, 1951. Installed April 1, 1962. Senior Pastor at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church. Accepted a call to First Presbyterian Church in Wauchula, Florida on January 5, 1971. Received his seminary training at Columbia Seminary. 

Reverend Richard Lynn Downing.  Ordained July 13, 1969. Installed March 21, 1971. Senior Pastor at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church. Received his seminary training at Columbia Seminary and Reformed Theological Seminary. 

Reverend Steven E. Jones. Ordination October, 1984. Installed Assistant Pastor September,1990. Installed spring 2000 as Associate Pastor at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church. Accepted a call to be Senior Pastor in Valdosta, Georgia in August, 2001. Received his seminary training at Reformed Theological Seminary. 

Reverend Dr. Lawrence Roff. Ordained June 18, 1972. Music director at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church since 2001.  Installed August 15, 2004 as Associate Pastor.  Received his training at Reformed Theological Seminary, Princeton Theological Seminary, and Westminster Theological Seminary.

Assistant Pastors and Youth Directors

Reverend David George Shoemaker. Our first Assistant Pastor and Director of Youth Ministries in the mid seventies. 

Reverend Richard L. Jennings. Ordained September 4, 1977. Installed June 1, 1977 Assistant Pastor until called to First Presbyterian Church in Louisville, Kentucky as Senior Pastor in August, 1980. 

Reverend Donald M. Seltzer, Jr. Ordained September 4, 1977. Installed August 4, 1979 Assistant Pastor under the oversight of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church for the purpose of planting the church in Wellington. 

Reverend Richard Lee Gillen. Ordained August 12, 1979. Installed August 12, 1979 Assistant Pastor under the oversight of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church for the purpose of organizing the church in Jupiter. 

Mr. Malcom King.  Music and Director of Youth Ministries 

Reverend Donas Watkins.  Director of Youth Ministries 

Reverend Mark Christopher Ehlers. Ordained November 10, 1979. Installed August 30, 1981 Assistant Pastor until his call to be Minister of Outreach at Westminster Presbyterian Church in Rock Hill, South Carolina in January, 1992. 

Reverend Wayne W. Zaepfel.  Ordained October 24, 1982. Installed October 24, 1982 Assistant Pastor until his call to be Senior Pastor at Bethany Presbyterian Church in Ft. Lauderdale on May 1, 1986. 

Mr. Jeff Rathgeb.  Director of Youth Ministries 

Mr. Paul Harder.  Director of Youth Ministries August, 1998 to March, 1993 when he went to work for Ligonier Ministries. 

Reverend Craig Branson. Ordained July 31, 1983. Installed July 31,1983 Assistant Pastor under the oversight of Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church for the purpose of organizing a church in Palm Beach Gardens. 

Rev. Kevin R. Collins.  Youth Intern summer, 1998. Director of Adult Discipleship until Labor Day 1999. Went to Kirk 0' the Isles Church in Savannah, Georgia. Ordained and Installed as Assistant Pastor October, 2000. 

Rev. Stephen Van Roekel. Youth Ministry Intern in 1999. Ordained January 21, 2001.  Served as Assistant Pastor until August, 2004 when he was called as pastor of Germantown Presbyterian Church in Chancellor, South Dakota.

Mr. John Panico. Youth Ministry Intern September 2006 to present.   Student at Knox Theological Seminary.

VISION NARRATIVE
The following is a letter that might be written in 2011, five years after a family visited the church, but decided not to settle here.  It reflects the goals set by the leadership team as we work toward thorough and lasting church revitalization. 

The letter reflects conditions in 2006 before the church revitalization efforts began.  As we read it today, one year into the process, it is thrilling to see how much God is already accomplishing as we reach toward the vision set forth in this imaginary letter.
April 03, 2011


Dear Lake Osborne Presbyterian:


This same month away back in 2006, my wife and I visited Lake Osborne.  We were new to the area and were looking for a church home.  We'd already been married seven years with two small boys and wanted our new church to be a safe place for them to play while we listened to the sermon.  As I recall, we came for about three or four Sundays but, honestly, we had some concerns that it looked like you just weren't prepared to address.


We noticed soon enough that Lake Osborne didn't have a lot of kids.  Even though our boys were little at the time, we couldn't help wondering what it would be like for them as they got older.  Would they be the only ones their age going to church at Lake Osborne?  We saw a few kids on Sunday who didn't appear to have any one else their age to talk to or hang out with.  Your "Ed Building" had Sunday School classes but the only one that was being well attended was your Covenant Class by what looked like about 30 seniors.  On one of those Sundays that we came to your church, our two boys were the only ones in their class.


We know how things are, though; they "come and go".  We were willing to allow that your low attendance was just a slump but then we found out that your Youth Minister had left three years earlier and you still hadn't replaced him.  I met the person from your congregation who had volunteered to lead your youth group on Wednesday night.  While his commitment to the kids might have been admirable, I thought he was kind of old.  I didn't see anyone else helping him on the one night that we had come to dinner.  Maybe I missed them.  It just seemed to me that, with so many adults compared to so few kids, there ought to have been more people engaging those children.  As the "lights” came on in our minds, we saw less and less that met our needs.  


Mind you, we really enjoyed listening to the pastor you had back then.  His name had slipped my mind so I went to your website today and found on the History Page a reference to a Pastor Downing.  That was sure to have been who it was.  I remember he had a way about him, a kind of "country grace" and a ready smile.  He could disarm you and then drop the hammer.  One minute I'd be feeling pretty good about myself only to hurt the next minute for the pain my sins had caused my Father.  Never have my thoughts and emotions ranged over such a distance under any other's teaching.  Still, it wasn't all just about my wife’s needs or even mine.  Our kids have always been very important to us.  They're our future.  


If Lake Osborne had proven back in 2006 to be the place where God had wanted us, we probably wouldn't have kept looking.  We did consider joining a Home Bible Study but, of the four or five you had back then, there wasn’t one in the general area where we lived.  So, we did keep looking and found a nice church (even if it is a little further away from where we live).  Hey, you want to know something funny?  It turned out to be one of the churches you started!  That's probably why we just couldn't ever really get you out of our minds.  That and the radio broadcasts of your sermons.  I have to confess that I've listened to a number of them over the past few years and considered myself doubly blessed to attend a sister church and still be able to sit under the instruction, albeit virtual, of your preaching.  As if this were all not enough to compel our return, the Holy Spirit led a friend of ours who lives in your neighborhood to give us one of your fliers announcing your Easter Program.  So, we came back just this past Sunday for another visit.  We could not have been more pleasantly surprised!


Yesterday morning, on our way to your church, I became more and more anxious the closer we got.  Five years is, in some ways, a long time and, in others, not so long.  On the one hand, my wife and I felt justified to expect some things to have gotten better and not just different.  Then again, we know how positively entrenched people can become to the point of resisting anything that calls for them to "stretch their tents".  


The first thing I noticed as we crested the hill was the steeple.  I thought you didn't have one.  My wife was certain you hadn't.  She recalled how seamless and unbroken the line of the roof had appeared to her when we last visited.  She shared with me the story she'd been told of how a hurricane had blown it off the roof.  What caught her eye as we pulled onto your street was how "cool and inviting" your church looked.  What caught my eye was something on your sign..."something 'Spanish' something".  I asked my wife, but she wasn't looking in that direction when we passed by.


Anyway, I had to agree with her about the appearance of your campus.  I didn't remember you having all those fruit trees out front or the ornamentals around the sanctuary.  Last I recall, your church looked 'hot' and kind of like it was just 'sticking up out of the ground'.  But now, I almost couldn't wait to park the car.  I wanted to get out and run barefoot through the grass; it looked so lush and green!  Sort of makes me wish I knew when all of these changes had started taking place.  We may have come back sooner!  I can only imagine what it must cost to maintain but it's got to be worth it.


It was a little difficult finding a place to park.  We were certain we'd left the house in plenty of time.  Surely we weren't late!  Parking attendants in bright orange vests waved us down the drive to the back where there were still a few empty spaces left.  As we hurriedly walked up to "Jerusalem" from the back lot, someone else arriving at the same time we had told us that there was still a good ten minutes before Sunday School started.  By the time we'd made the hill, we had learned that her name was Janet, that her husband, Gene, was the Youth Minister, and she'd invited us to join her and the other members of her group for lunch after church with their Shepherding Elder.  We confessed that we'd had a big breakfast on the way here and probably wouldn't be hungry enough to stay after worship but she insisted, saying that it would more likely just be coffee and doughnuts.  Her hospitality was infectious; we couldn't resist.  


Before going to our class, my wife asked if the Nursery was still in the same place as before.  We needed to drop off our one year-old.  Janet seemed genuinely delighted to show off your facilities.  Being noticed the instant we walked up to the entrance, we were "buzzed" through the door and greeted very warmly by a young woman wearing one of those "nursery aprons" you see all the time.  We passed by bulletin boards full of baby pictures hung on either side of the hallway.  


As we were being checked in and our baby labeled, my wife noticed your "tiny toddlers" bathroom and remarked how neat and well-organized everything looked.  Toys weren't scattered all over the place.  Walking back through the Infant Nursery past cribs covered with clean tidy sheets, she was shown your Nursing Room.  Comforted that her baby was going to be well cared for, my wife and I set about to leave for our Sunday School class.  Janet checked to make sure that we'd been given one of  those buzzer things that alerts you when something goes wrong.  The "final judge" in my family, my wife, just loved your nursery!  Lake Osborne can be justifiably proud.  


Once back outside, we asked Janet rather hesitantly if there was a class for our two boys, now 10 and 12.  Just as she was about to answer, three young girls about our kids' ages, all dressed exactly alike, came running around the corner of the building, bolted through the doors ahead of us, nearly knocking us over!  I looked at my boys and winked.  They shrugged, rolled their eyes, but ran up the stairs after them.  (We found out later that they were the "notorious" but dearly beloved Cavender triplets.)  


As we settled into the few chairs still empty in our classroom, my wife turned to Janet and complimented her on the nice crowd.  There must have been close to 50 people there.  She explained that it had been like that for a couple of years.  The attendance seemed to really pick up after a series of sermons clarifying the crucial differences between "salvation by faith alone" and "working out that faith".  That rang so true in my ear.  For a long time, I hadn't felt inclined to participate in too much more at church than Sunday morning worship.  It just seemed to me that I was "good to go" and I didn't need to prove anything more to anyone.  I didn't feel the need to "work my way into heaven" by going back to church "every time the doors were open" and I certainly didn't like having to study for a Sunday School class all the time.  


After opening in prayer, our teacher began his lesson by engaging the class in an open forum of questions and answers.  It soon dawned on me that they were covering the next one in a series of lectures on the highpoints of the Christian Life.  Immediately I wished I wasn't just visiting.  I would have liked to have heard this series of lessons from the beginning.  I know the Path is narrow and littered with stumbling stones but just how far along my journey am I?  The few faces I could see from my vantage point four rows behind this "sea of heads" all appeared to be as rapt in attention as I was.  Somehow our leader managed to combine presenting information that I could use to measure my progress with a grace that made me feel that I'd accomplished more than I gave myself credit.  Surely the Holy Spirit was in this place. 


My wife pointed out to me the fact that our teacher was smartly dressed in a suit and tie, well groomed, and upright.  Much like the parking lot attendants she saw when we arrived.  It was remarkable, given how warm our April mornings have been lately.  (It seems to be getting warmer earlier in the year every year.)  I found myself thinking - clearly there is a quality of respect for the Lord and His house being evidenced here at Lake Osborne in the way you all are presenting yourselves, the grounds, and these facilities.


The class was over sooner than I would have liked but it was a few minutes after ten and we were told that the worship service would be starting very soon.  As we all filed noisily out into the breezeway, I was "accosted" by, Petra, a middle-aged energetic woman who insisted I help her carry a tray of pastries up to the Narthex.  (I'd wondered where they were!)  She said a lot of visitors used to suggest that you offer coffee and doughnuts before church so it was decided several years ago to move the refreshments up from the Fellowship Hall.  Doing so immediately transformed it from a treat enjoyed mostly by only those who knew where to look and into a "minor ministry"!  Petra admitted that there had been a bit of resistance to the move because of the extra cost it would incur if it really caught on (which it did) but the resources followed and have continued to do so.  Praise God!


It was a short but pleasant walk with my wife and "the Pastry Lady".  It was remarkable how we almost never stepped into the direct sunlight.  We were walking east toward the rising sun but a number of trees, though none fully mature, were casting their shadows over the parking lot and along the sidewalk that lay beside the sanctuary.  I could smell the flowers and the fresh cut grass.  What a delight to be in the midst of some of His best work!  My chest swelled with pride to be His son and my eyes welled with tears that He should love the likes of me.  What a high privilege that such a King would suffer me to come into His presence.  


Our two sons ran to catch us arguing playfully all the way about the meaning of their teacher's lesson and the debate that had "raged" among all of their fellow students.  I gathered from their discussion that there were quite a few.  Apparently at issue was something to do with Christian Values, a course of material deliberately chosen by Gene, the Youth Minister, to parallel the adults' course.  It turned out that he had had to lead the class himself because the regular teacher was away for the weekend leading a retreat for Young Married Couples with his wife.  Just another example, I concluded, of the mission and focus of this church to task this generation with raising up the next as leaders and citizens in the Kingdom of God.


We had to wait in line for a moment at the sanctuary before getting in.  It wasn’t that long, really.  There were maybe only a dozen or so people queued outside the door to the Narthex.  (Fear began to grip me that my chocolate chips would melt! ;>)  As we inched slowly forward, many of us shared "hellos" and simple pleasantries with one another.  I met three couples who identified themselves as first-timers to LOPC’s worship.  They all agreed, though, that they already felt like they "belonged".  They had been attending a church fellowship at the home of one of your members for several weeks learning about Lake Osborne, the PCA, and "tulips".  (I didn't get that last part but they seemed genuinely excited about being there so I didn't ask.)


I did ask one couple, though, where they were from?  I guess I was hoping to find that I wasn’t the only out-of-towner.  I could hardly believe my ears – they were from my old neighborhood!  I remembered suddenly something they’d said about a “church fellowship” and rushed to ask them what they’d meant?  They were happy to explain that they’d been invited to a Home Bible Study by one of their neighbors and, wanting to be polite, began to attend.  The comfortable atmosphere they found there enabled them soon enough to begin asking all the questions they’d always wanted to ask someone.  Before they knew it they were being discipled into the Body of Christ.  Oh, if my wife and I had only waited a little longer before moving away back when we used to live here!


As we chatted away those few moments before entering His courts, an LOPC van pulled up at the foot of the sidewalk and dropped off about a dozen elderly men and women.  Everyone in our line stepped aside, seemingly of one mind, and let them pass.  It was a reverent moment to witness and I again found myself blessed and privileged just to be a part of it.  I remarked on what a sensitive and effective ministry that was and learned that your church had been given the van from a local businessman a little over a year ago as a Christmas gift.    


The line began to move more quickly now as people realized that the worship service would be starting soon.  I got a hearty handshake from the usher at the door, a young man in his twenties, and a warm hug from the greeters just inside.  They were a young couple probably in their twenties, as well.  I didn't know yet how true it was but it certainly appeared then as though Lake Osborne was enjoying the company and service of a goodly number of twenty- and thirty-somethings!  Praises!  They are our future! 


I sat my tray of goodies down next to the pots of coffee that were already percolating, and then grabbed my wife to stroll casually around the Narthex for a few minutes.  I wanted to take some time re-acquainting myself with your church on my own without anyone pitching something to me.  It shouldn't be too hard, I thought; there were all kinds of things to look at and read.  The Ten Commandments, for example, were hung prominently on the far wall.  On another were a number of displays, each with several pictures and lists of names.  I pointed this out to my wife and we crossed over for a closer look.   


They were Shepherding Groups.  I was familiar with this concept, having led one of my own at my home church.  Never really ever having been told or shown exactly how to do it, I didn't considered myself very good at it.  I wondered how well this program functioned here at Lake Osborne.  There were pictures of the Shepherding Elder and Deacon and probably as many as 50 pictures of everyone in their group along with their names, dates, and one or two words concerning their Spiritual Gifts.  The dates were birthdays, I'd guessed, or, in the case of married couples, their wedding anniversaries.  There were even pictures in memory of members of the group who had died or moved away.  


My wife reminded me of Janet, the young woman whom we'd met in the parking lot, and her invitation to join her group for lunch after church, so we made a game of trying to find her picture!  There were too many, though, and just not enough time before worship began so we had to give up.  Not, however, before three different people who, realizing they'd never seen us before, bragged on their Shepherding Elders about their care, prayer support, and spiritual leadership.  My wife mentioned that Janet had invited us to a luncheon and asked if someone could point us to her picture.  One of them, a young woman named Julie, laughed and said she could since she was in the same group.  


We suddenly realized that one of the ushers was standing nearby.  He took Julie gently by the arm and pulled her away from us to speak to her in confidence.  Without meaning to, I overheard something about finances.  She returned to our group and excused herself saying apologetically that, as your church's CFO, her duties often demanded her attention at the worst possible moments.  Julie sometimes wished that her predecessor hadn't retired so suddenly last year but she was comforted knowing that he and his family were enjoying their new life of leisure in the Catskills.  After Julie left, our young usher graciously began exhorting everyone to begin making their way into the sanctuary.  He was probably in his twenties but handled himself amid that mixed crowd with an obvious confidence, moving with purpose from one situation to another.  I decided to brag on him to the ladies who had "adopted" my wife.  


Oh yes, I was told, that young man was one of Lake Osborne's children raised up under the instruction of the Sunday School to lead and serve.  He was, I could sense from her voice, just one of the many young men and women of whom you must all be immensely proud.  In just the few minutes left to us before we entered into worship, we learned of your Scholarship Program, the College and Career Group, and other youth ministries.  It appears that many of your young people are discovering their gifts, finding ways to use them, and maturing in their service in the Kingdom.


Not to be out-done or, more probably, exemplifying the very act of service upon which your youth have modeled their own, one of the ladies walking my wife arm-in-arm into the sanctuary began telling her of the Women's Bible Study and inviting her to the next WIC event.  These activities had so enriched her life with its fellowship, a kind of sisterhood, that she fairly effervesced with joy.  My wife asked when they would be meeting again, which of the Gospels were they studying, and could they use her help with their next event? 


When your worship service began, well, what can I say?!  I said I loved it when we were here five years ago and I was not disappointed last Sunday.  My family and I entered into His presence with hearts prepared to worship and your prayers and music kept our spirits aloft!  So much of what I heard spoken and saw in your faces spoke adoringly of and reverently for Him.  People were invited to praise Him and many did.  There were thanks given and intercessions.  I must admit, I was shocked a little at first when that one man got up and, trembling as he stood, confessed an addiction to pornography.  But, praise God, the Holy Spirit revealed to my heart the genuine love he felt in your midst that gave him the courage to confess.  Truly his faith was proved when he fell back in his seat and the brothers and sisters nearby placed their hands upon him, threw their arms around him, and gathered that poor lost soul back into the fold.  


The music we heard from the choir and musicians was a pleasing mix of contemporary tunes and those beautiful old standards.  I saw many of your youth with just the biggest smiles on their faces as they recognized and sang along with songs they must have surely grown up with.  And your older congregants sang with just as much strength when some of their beloved hymns were aired.  It seemed the "instruction" was continuing even now.  It was as if the old ones were showing the young ones that the power of God's right arm and the sufficiency of His provision never fails.  


As for me, I especially loved that one old Southern gospel number.  That got me steppin'!  By the way, how'd you get so much operatic and symphonic talent at your church?!  That flutist, Katie... I've seen her at the Palm Beach Symphony!  Yeah, okay, I know.  She's just another of your children "raised up under the instruction of your Sunday School to lead and serve"! :>)


The Word spoken from the pulpit was incomparable.  How could it have been otherwise?  When a man humbles himself before God such as your pastor must surely do, the Holy Spirit can use that instrument and move with greater efficacy upon the hearts and minds of those who have ears to hear.  Your pastor's reputation precedes him.  Many I've spoken with outside your walls agree that Lake Osborne is known for preaching the Triune God, His inerrant Word, and Jesus as Savior.


I was completely absorbed in your worship service.  The Truth so clearly rang from the pulpit.  Scripture was spoken by both your pastor and other participants and referenced often during the sermon.  My heart was moved.  As I sat there contemplating your pastor's words and the testimonies of fellow worshipers, I began to understand how Lake Osborne had been transformed from the church I saw five years ago into what it is today - a body of strong arms and determined feet deeply inspired by the Holy Spirit.


After your pastor closed the service in prayer and bid us all God's grace, we filed out into the Narthex where we found Janet patiently waiting for us.  We hugged and chatted for a moment and were soon re-joined by Julie and several other members of the same Shepherding Group.  There was talk of the sermon and the music but nothing remarkable about the large number of worshipers.  Knowing it wasn't Easter Sunday and remembering the empty pews from our visits here five years ago, I couldn't resist making note of it.  Two or three in our little impromptu gathering eagerly stumbled over each other to tell me that your services regularly average from 400-to-500 people.  Before I could pursue the matter, Julie suggested we go down to the Fellowship Hall.  As we set about organizing ourselves to leave, a young teenage woman shouldered her way into the middle of all of us to make some sort of an announcement.  


It might have been considered a little rude and inappropriate, given that my family and I were new and making good impressions were in order, but everyone's faces were calm.  As a matter of fact, there was just a hint of those "approving smiles" you see when a child is behaving just as a parent would have them.


The young lady, Virginia, was one of your most beloved.  One of the "next generation" who, in contrast to her peers, raised many of you up just a notch or two.  Her testimony, courage, and passion for the Gospel had driven her for years and been an inspiration.  Now, there she stood, in our midst, reminding us that fliers needed to be distributed and recruiting every one of us to help.  It seems that all the other worshipers had gone home but we were still there (because of our Shepherding Luncheon).  Hmmm... Janet had said that it would probably just be coffee and doughnuts.


Virginia, our young evangelist, patiently waited for us all to "get it".  We looked at each other; we looked at her.  We smiled self-consciously; she smiled knowingly.  Okay, what are these fliers all about?  She asked us to look at the bundles stacked on the table behind us and turned to leave!  Well, that surprised me but, again, no one else seemed caught off guard.  So, still being the "dumb one", I asked Virginia where she was going?!  She paused only long enough to explain that she and some of her church friends were taking a group of kids from Elementary Sunday School out into the neighborhood on an  E.E. "safari".  They were going to visit some of the friends they'd made through the Wednesday Night Youth group who still weren't coming to Sunday worship. 


Whoa!  Okay, well, what do those fliers say?!  Ah-ha!  It seems your annual campus-wide barbecue was fast approaching!  It had become as wildly popular around the neighborhood as had many of the other yearly events that LOPC sponsored.  This one, though, attracted many home-cookers to show off their talents.  There would be booths, and tents, and grills, and lots of talk...about everything.  In English, Spanish, French, Creole... This year, though, there was also going to be talk about the new Spanish-speaking pastor that was going to be joining the Staff at Lake Osborne.  


I think I'll start bringing my family here for a while... just to see.

Blessings,
John Q. Visitor
May God bless us as we work together

to see this vision become a reality!
