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Introduction
VBS was this past week and I think everyone involved thought it was a good week.  We had around 27 unique kids – most of them were here each day.  They had a variety of backgrounds – some from the two congregations – St. Mark’s and WH Baptist – but many from no immediate church home.
It would not be wrong to say that by the end of the week my mind had been changed, if not 180 degrees, a significant amount.  Let me try and explain.
In the past the “themes” of the VBS have been geographic or adventure like “The Swamp” or “High Seas” or “Safari”.  So the music was zydeco or sea shanties.  The decorations were tall grass or ship’s masts.  Now you could ask what those have to do with the gospel of Jesus Christ, but that question was easily waved away with – “then you pick some theme, get over it.”  A deeper answer was that the gospel is about incarnation.  God becoming human.  Living our condition and redeeming it – even the bad parts.  The gospel still is about incarnation.  The message of Jesus is incarnated – it is made real, made flesh and blood – by those who claim it, the body of Christ.  And that includes many languages and peoples and tribes and nations…and VBS themes.
But this year – the theme was a giant panda.  And I really wondered if all content had been drained out in the pursuit of a big warm fuzzy theme.  A fellow minster had asked a pithy snarky question – and I’m a sucker for pithy turns of phrase – why did they insist on putting such a nice panda on the cross?  It didn’t help that the homophone – a word that sounds alike but is spelled differently – the homophone the VBS was playing off us was pandemonium (nicely changed to pandamania).  Pandemonium – with an e, not an a – was the capital of Hell in Paradise Lost, and as the dictionary defines it: “a very loud place of wild confusion and uproar”. 
So to an over-educated and overly sensitive LCMS minster (and I would add to the Baptist minister, so it just wasn’t a stuffy Lutheran), going in we were a little wondering.  But being human and not liking change or excess work – we decided to stay with the same company’s curriculum – Panda’s and all.
5 Gospel Themes
And I’m glad we did.  So much so, that I want to share with you today those 5 Gospel themes.  They are the very milk of faith.  Even simpler than Luther’s Catechism.  And they need to be said. 
Day 1
The very first theme was: God created you.  The bible story of course came from Genesis 1.  But Psalm 139 was the over-riding text of the week.  Verse 13 and 14: 
For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 14 I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. (Psa 139:13 NIVO)
The world doesn’t like this.  It wants to draw Christians into debates on its terms.  Even a Presidential candidate got sucked into it.  But putting aside our evolution agonies and exact explanations – the biblical truth is simply “God made you”.  And God’s works are wonderful.  Whatever your condition: physical or spiritual, healthy, sick, estranged, angry or close.  God made you and sustains you and he does so for a purpose.

Day 2
Day two the bible story was shocking to me.  It was Elijah and the prophets of Baal.  Fiery Elijah on mount Carmel mocking the false prophets.  But it wasn’t told in that triumphant tone.  The theme of the day was God listens to you.  Elijah prayed, God listened, and revealed himself.  Ask, Seek, Knock.  Or as psalm 139 says, verse 4 says:
Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. (Psa 139:4 NIVO)
God listens to you.  He wants to hear your prayers.  Even after Elijah was that mocking fiery prophet on Mt.Carmel – he was a sad case.  Running away, full of self pity, maybe much of it deserved.  But on the way, out of that despair he lifted his voice to God in complaint, and God answered in that still small voice.  (The story is in 1 Kings if you are interested, about 6 chapters is all.)  We might not all have a special call like Elijah…but God listens to you.  Faith is sustained and built through prayer.  Or Luther’s life of Christian: Prayer, Study and Trial.  It finds its sustenance in prayer.
Day 3
The emphasis of the Day 3 bible story was also deeply moving.  We know about Jonah and the Whale.  Jonah was told to go to Ninevah in that direction…and Johah decides Tarshish in that direction is a better location.  No matter how far away you are or feel, no matter how much you set yourself against God, God watches over you.  That was the theme.  God watches over you.  Even when you might be in the belly of the whale thinking you are hiding yourself from the Almighty.
As the Psalmist would sing in 139 verses 7-10:
Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from your presence? 8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there! 9 If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, 10 even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me. (Psa 139:7 ESV)
God watches over you.  Especially when you are far away.
Day 4
And the purpose of God’s creating, and listening and watching?  So that you might know how much he loves you.  That was the theme of Day 4.  God loves you no matter what.  And the bible story was Peter and the resurrection.
To show his love – to incarnate His love – he sent His son Jesus.  All the way to the cross.  And Peter, well Peter denied him.  Swore up and down – “I don’t know the man”.  But Jesus rose, and told Peter to feed his lambs.
God loves you…no matter what.
Day 5
And the final day reminded us that God gives good gifts.  The story was Hannah and Samuel.  Hannah didn’t have a child and desperately wanted one.  She prayed…God listened, created, watched, loved…and gave.  Now some of us might look on the rest of that story as tough…Hannah had little Samuel while he was little, but gave him to the priest Eli and the service of God at a very young age.  That may not be the good gift we might think of.  But Hannah loved it…she continued to love Samuel.  The bible gives us an endearing little picture of her care for him even when he lived with the priests.
And that is really what God’s gift to us is…the ability to truly love.  While we were still sinners, God gave himself.  In His love, we are able to love…love genuinely…not selfishly or out of vain conceit.
As Paul would write in today’s epistle: Let love be genuine…Love one another with brotherly affection…do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
Or as he would write elsewhere: Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends.
Here and now, we never get to that perfection.  Bet we have experienced it in God’s good gift of Jesus.  Who bore the cross, believed his Father, hoped for his people, endured the scourge and rod and mocking.  And continues today to love you.
Conclusion
So, disguised…disguised at least to this stuffy pastor…behind a panda was some really important, deep and simple messages.  As good for the whole congregation as for the kids.  God created you.  God listens to you…Watches over you…Loves you no matter what…and God Gives good gifts.  No matter where you are at in your walk – that is the God of everything.  Best revealed in Jesus.   As the Psalmist says in 139
How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! 18 If I would count them, they are more than the sand. I awake, and I am still with you. (Psa 139:17 ESV)
Or as the Kids would say in refrain: Thank you God.  Amen.
