 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“ SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“I have Called You Friends”
A Sermon for the Memorial Service of Deanna N. Oklepek

Saturday of the First Week of Easter, April 10th, 2010

Sts. Peter and Paul Evangelical Lutheran Church, Riverside, Illinois
Lord, our God, by the light of the resurrection of your Son you have helped us see that we shall not sleep in death forever. Look upon the sufferings of your Church, so that our hearts may rejoice in your saving help and sing you songs of praise; through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

I shall begin with words from Psalm 19 which, early on in my ministry at Sts. Peter and Paul, Deanna told me reminded her of a childhood pastor who always began his sermons with the concluding words of this psalm: “O Lord, let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.” Those words evidently took Deanna back to a Methodist church somewhere along the way where she sat in a pew with her family and sang those beloved, heart-warming Wesleyan hymns.


Brothers and sisters, in these bright and glorious days of Easter, even and especially in the midst of grief and sorrow, we recall the hope and joy of the First Epistle of Peter: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. . . .”


“. . . But those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,” sings the prophet Isaiah, “they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.”


As I reflect upon the brief time that I knew our sister, Deanna, I shall remember her as a woman whose strength to “run and not be weary” and “walk and not faint” was the strength of someone who waited for the Lord. We all know how Deanna waited and waited and waited for the Lord, especially during the past decade or so as she valiantly, knowledgeably, hopefully, and faithfully persisted to the end in her battle against the powers that were slowly consuming her breath and body.


The prophet Isaiah introduces these familiar words by speaking of the “everlasting God” who “does not faint or grow weary” but “gives power to the faint and strengthens the powerless.”


Today, we stand for a moment to gaze with thankful eyes upon a baptized sister, a beloved companion with us in our pilgrimage on earth, whose course on this earth has come to a triumphant finish. In the words of the Second Letter to Timothy, Deanna “has fought the good fight, she has finished the race, and she has kept the faith.” Amen! Through it all, Deanna has kept the faith, which makes her a witness (literally, a “martyr,” in the very best sense of the word), a witness to the faith in her Lord Jesus among the saints, a witness for all of us who continue to follow our Lord and his way of the cross through death to resurrection, from Good Friday to Easter Sunday. Deanna has “run with perseverance the race that was set before her,” as the Letter to the Hebrews so eloquently puts it, “looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross . . . .”


Everybody here knows that, with her Lord Jesus, Deanna endured the cross. The course that was set before this woman to run in life during the past decade or so was such that it required the strength of the everlasting God who “gives power to the faint and strengthens the powerless.” And the eyes of faith have seen in this woman’s life what the Apostle Paul describes as “power made perfect in weakness,” the power of Christ made perfect within the body of human suffering. Thus, with the Apostle, Deanna might declare, “Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.”


Deanna was a decent and devout, kind and caring, lovable and loving, witty and charming, smart and talented, fine and faithful woman. (There just aren’t enough adjectives to describe her.) She was another one of the Lord’s own children through whom we behold God’s presence in the gifts He bestows upon us through the Spirit of the Risen Jesus. I don’t think it is too little a thing to say that Deanna was the ultimate, quintessential good sport in every way. She just loved being one of us—a player on the team, a part of the group, a member of the body, a friend in the fellowship called the Church.


Deanna sometimes confided how much, ever since childhood, she wanted to be liked and accepted and loved. Isn’t that true for us all to some extent or another? Being a child of a dad in the armed forces means getting shifted around a lot, which, I suppose, often meant for Deanna being an outsider as a child in schools and neighborhoods and congregations. But I think Deanna learned how to find her way inside those circles, and then, inside the hearts of people. She had quite a challenge ahead of her when she married into the congregation at Sts. Peter and Paul back in the 1960s when being inside and being outside were very clearly defined. And then, Deanna was able to take her own experience as an outsider and use it to draw others who felt that way closer to the center. 


We call it friendship. We call it fellowship. We call it forgiveness.


Deanna found such forgiveness, friendship and fellowship with her Lord Jesus, and in her marriage to Milan, and in relationship to her family, and in the fellowship of the Church where she came to be among friends. She offered that forgiveness, friendship and fellowship to so many who were without it—especially the lonely and the lost, the alienated and abandoned, the hurting and the heartbroken.


“No longer do I call you servants,” Jesus says to his disciples on the night of his betrayal, “No longer do I call you servants, but I have called you friends . . . .”


“I have called you friends.” Deanna could say this about you, and we could say this about her, because our friendship arises from the friendship that our risen Lord offers us, his disciples, even when we have denied, betrayed and abandoned him as did Peter and Judas and the others on that fateful night. Deanna knew that her Lord loved her through the lives of Christian friends, and she always wanted to be with us wherever we were.


“Where I am, there you shall be also,” Jesus promises.


“What a friend we have in Jesus! All our sins and griefs to bear. . . .”


This friendship with Jesus and with us brought forth in Deanna one of the finest of servants and leaders who offered herself on the Council and several committees year after year; advocating for the Good Samaritan Fund; always the consummate member of the Dorcas Society; an avid lover of history and genealogy; the author of one the finest Centennial books of any congregation; one who lend a helping hand wherever it was needed; always and forever ready to be friends with us, to smile with us, to laugh with us, to cry with us (oh, how she could share our tears!), to challenge us, to disagree with us, maybe even, at times, to be at her wits end with us, and then to be reconciled to us with a hug and more tears.


We call it forgiveness, friendship, fellowship.

 
I’m glad to say that Deanna has called us her friends; and I know that she would want me to thank all of you for your friendship, your compassion, your prayers, your concern, your visits, and your love that have made her life so much richer and more bearable.


Like Abraham and Sarah of long, long ago, Deanna just kept “hoping against hope,” as Paul puts it in Romans. “. . . Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations . . . Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead . . . Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.”


“. . . Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead . . . Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God . . . More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us.”


Deanna Oklepek was a woman of hope, hope in the promises of God through her Lord Jesus Christ, “not wavering through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but strengthened in her faith . . . .” And I think Deanna could make the words of Paul to the Philippians her own: “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.”


“Come to me, all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest,” Jesus invites us today. When Deanna was baptized into the suffering and dying and rising body of Christ, God came along the road of life in Jesus, as the good Samaritan of long ago, to lift her from the burdens of where she lay. Now, even in death, there is a place for Deanna and for all of us as we await that final Easter morning when we shall awake at home at last in the likeness of Jesus’ resurrected glory. “[For] whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.”


“So, my beloved, we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.”


“For this reason it is through him that we say the ‘Amen,’ to the glory of God.” Amen. 


“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”

Dennis J. Lauritsen, pastor
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