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Frances Fendig:

In our scripture for the day, Paul begins by telling us to not sin. He says, “For
whoever has died is freed from sin.” And what he means by this is that through
baptism and prayer, we are one with God and have been forgiven. After we have
been forgiven, Paul tells us to “walk into the newness of life.” Not only is he
telling us how our past sins don’t define us anymore, he reminds us that there
are countless opportunities to start over and change yourself.

An opportunity to walk into a new stage of life has been presented in front of me,
the chance to go to college. An exciting but very daunting task. Leaving places |
know very well, my house where I've spent my whole life, my family, my friends,
some of which | have known since | attended the weekday school right next door,
and of course this very church and this congregation, full of people who have
watched me grow up. While the idea of going to college and moving away is a
place of uncertainty, if you never take the first step into the newness of life, what
can you change and what can you learn?

If Paul tells us that we are free from sin because of the baptism and covenant
that we have with God, why is it so scary to take advantage of these
opportunities? Even if we are freed from sin, fear still exists inside all of us. New
opportunities and beginnings are scary and full of uncertainties. Throughout my
time at this church, | have learned | don’t need to know what lies ahead and |
don’t need to dwell on the past events. Because not only do | have God around
me, | have myself and many people who know and support me. Although | won't
have these people physically with me next year, | will have their support to walk
into this new stage of life and embrace it.

Paul reminded us that because of God'’s love for us, we are not defined by our
past mistakes or failures, we are expected to keep moving and making our own
way of life. | am very grateful for my time at this church, how it stayed constant
and supported me through many stages and times in my life. | do feel lucky to
have grown up in such a supportive environment and one that | was always very
comfortable in. But because | have been given an opportunity to start this new
chapter, | have to take it and see what happens. | hope this congregation allows
others to do so but remains a safety net to those who venture out into the world,
as it always was for me. | do not believe that “walking into the newness of life” is
a one-time event only, | believe it has happened to me before and will continue to
happen many more times in my future.



We all have had big moments like this before, graduations, baptisms, major
ceremonies, these represent growth and achievements. But growing and
achieving one thing does not mean other things end. Walking into this church
today wasn’t anything new, it was familiar but eventually | will begin a new and
different journey that some might think would end this one. But because of the
connections | have made, time I've spent here, and growth in my faith and
connection to God, this place will never be something that | truly leave behind.

| feel so grateful to have had the support of this church and the congregation
throughout many stages of my life. When COVID hit and | started high school, |
wasn’t sure how the start of a new chapter in my life would affect my time at the
church. Although | was changing and growing, | still felt so connected and loved
by this congregation which was something that was so important to me. Now |
am getting ready to take a bigger step and | hope that this church will still
continue to support and foster a strong community that allows for growth and
welcomes everyone. This church was always a constant source of love for me
and | am forever grateful for the time spent and memories made here.

Charlotte Connally:

Next year, all of us will be stepping into a college campus for the first time.
Carrying boxes into dorm rooms we are supposed to call our new home, saying
goodbye to our families, and suddenly wondering what to do with our new
environment of independence. At that time, we will be presented with a clean
slate to determine who we are in a whole new world of greater independence.

As we stand on this edge of a big change in our lives, we have to acknowledge
our foundation that brought us here to this point. The church. We all will miss this
church very deeply and will remember how each and every one of you has
shaped who we are today. In these walls we weren't just hanging out, we were
building a framework for our faith. | think about the chaotic Sunday nights of
youth groups, exciting and fun-filled Mystery trips, and late-night conversations at
Montreat staying up way past bedtime. It was in those messy, fun, and crazy
times where we learned what real community looks and feels like.

| will never forget during the Nashville Mystery trip this year when we all stayed
up super late singing karaoke together in the basement and talking on the
balcony with many people squished into that tiny space. In that moment of chaos,
nobody was stressed. We just all laughed and enjoyed each other's company.
That is when | realized that this church isn't a place, it is a family that will support
you no matter what.



Leaving this church is very hard, but the lessons learned here are the exact tools
we need to be able to thrive and blossom in college. At Montreat, every year we
are placed in small groups with other people from different states, but no one
else from Highland. This challenges all of us to make connections with new
people and have the confidence to make yourself vulnerable in a new situation.
This specific example has given me more confidence and excitement when
entering into college because | have practiced the tools to meet new people and
insert myself into an unfamiliar environment.

Roman's 6 challenges all of us to think and decide on who will take over that
independence. Will it be our old habits we left behind? Or will it be our new
identity in Christ when entering into a new era?

It is completely normal to all have worries about how college will go, and how we
will overcome the mistakes we make. In this transition from chapter to chapter,
we need to trust in ourselves and take a leap of faith. We have to let go of the
idea that we can control all of the factors in a situation. When we mess up, we
need to accept God's grace, forgive ourselves, and understand that mistakes
aren't what define us.

College will bring us moments where we will stumble and fall. In Roman's 6, Paul
invites us to ask a very important question to ourselves... “Should we continue
sinning so grace will multiply?” His immediate answer is...”Absolutely not!”

Paul reminds us that our old self, or what the text calls a “corpse”, was crucified
with Christ. We don't have to carry dead weight with us into our new chapter of
life. Paul invites us to live a new life, free of sin or at least forgiving ourselves
when we sin, knowing that God forgives us too. As seniors who are leaving
behind a stage of life, we can think of Paul, who invited his church to leave
behind their lives of sin and lean into their eternal life with Christ. We will
sin...that is part of being human, but Paul reminds us and reassures us that we
are forgiven because of our relationship with God.

As we prepare to scatter to our different college campuses, we take the love of
the congregation with us. You guys have been our supporters, a safe haven for
us, and spiritual leaders. We will carry out this love into the world by using our
independence to build communities that are as loving, inclusive, and authentic as
Highland has been for us.

Isabella Parks:

When | first heard we had to write and preach a sermon in front of the whole
church | was not too excited. Seeing as | only attended Sunday school for the



mini-Krispy Creme donuts and Kevin's conversations. Before arriving at the
Montreat conference this year | did not know what | was gonna write or say
because when | think of myself | don't think of a perfect Christian capable of
putting myself in this position of speaking to all of you all. Though | have always
considered myself Christian, I'd found myself struggling to find god in my day to
day life. | knew Jesus’s love existed. | just didn't know how to find it yet.

It wasn't until | came to Montreat for the first year that | was truly able to
feel God. To be able to sit in a silence that used to feel uncomfortable and just
listen. It was then that | truly trusted that Christ did not save us from something
but saved us for something. Last summer | got into a car crash bad enough it
could have taken my life. That school year | had struggled with not knowing my
path and stuck on a constant question of who | am. My faith has always been
somewhat of an open question to me, | never quite knew where | stood with my
beliefs. So when | found myself trapped in my car on the side of the highway not
knowing how I'd even make it out alive. | started to pray, | asked God to forgive
my past mistakes, the old ways | treated people and my inability to show up for
my community. That moment a part of me died, a part of me that was consumed
by judgment and rudeness to others, a part of me that focused on popularity over
kindness. This crash made me realize, Christianity is not self-improvement, it is
spiritual resurrection. For a month | was stuck on questioning why | made it out
alive, why God chose to save me, even though | had not lived my life to fulfill
others and himself. | believe God saved me for something bigger than myself.
Ever since then | have worked every day to find that resurrection, and to walk in
the newness of life. Many people misunderstand grace. They think that if God
forgives me anyway, why does it matter how | live? That day | found God's grace,
God's grace saved my life that day, and God's grace urged me to find that
resurrection.

Sooo guess what | did that following weekend, got baptized! Now in all
seriousness | felt God pulling me to resurrection and encouraging me to walk in
the newness of my life, encouraging me to work to include others, to help those
less fortunate and to find a new purpose in my life. Moving into college | want to
take this phrase with me wherever | go. We get so caught up in our own personal
lives we forget to take a second to slow down and focus on others, how we treat
them and how we make them feel. God has given me this new life and a new
plan to move forward with and | plan to continue to fulfill that plan for as long as |
can. Because through my personal resurrection, | realize that | don’t have to be a
perfect Christian, | just need to continue to walk in the newness of life.



