Preface
On June 25, 2005 the private plane Andy Lee was piloting crashed on takeoff from Lancaster, PA. His wife and two daughters perished in the crash. Andy received serious burns to over 50% of his body. He was taken to the burn center in Allentown, PA for treatment. He was at the burn center for two months. During that time the congregation at Bethany United Methodist Church, located not far from the hospital, provided spiritual support to Andy. On May 25, 2006, eleven months after the accident, Andy returned to Allentown and Bethany UMC to thank the congregation for their support and share his story. This is the talk he gave at Bethany UMC that day.

__________________________

Andy Lee’s Testimony at Bethany United Methodist Church

May 25, 2006

Why am I here today?  

The first answer that comes to mind is….It is the Will of God.
But that could be said about why all of you are here.

Many people told me immediately after I became conscious they believed I was spared for a purpose, ….unfortunately none of them were bold enough to speculate as to what that purpose was…. but again we all have a purpose.

So really I’m here because when Dave Justice invited me to come share my testimony with you last fall, I felt it was the least I could do to say thank you for all that Bethany UMC did for me and my family after our tragic accident last summer.

And, to continue God’s work my girls left for me to do.

So hear I am.
And while I could easily fill the next ½ hour individually naming and thanking just those here in the room... It would be like sitting through a series of Academy Award acceptance speeches and I would bore you to tears. 
 Which come to think of it…

 I don’t remember one person who gave thanks to God this year when I was watching them.
So I don’t fall into that same trap please pray with me.

Lord I thank you for this opportunity to share my faith journey with this body of Christ, I praise you for allowing me to experience you here on earth through your people. Now may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to you. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen

After a few months had passed and people had tired of telling me I was spared for a purpose they began to say “I don’t know how you do it.” I interpreted that statement as “I don’t know how you deal with your grief and your loss and still carry on with a positive attitude”. My simple answer was ….the Grace of God.
But when I became dissatisfied with such a simple answer I began reading a lot of books about grief and other people’s stories about how they had survived similar tragedies.

A few months ago a friend of mine gave me Judy Tatelbaum’s book The Courage to Grieve. In this book she writes. 

“In summary, how we help ourselves through grief very much depends on our self-support, our environmental support, and our belief system. In order to be a creative survivor, it is essential that we fully develop all the supports available to us, both to enhance the quality of our lives and as insurance for future times when we may be in great need.”

When I read that, it struck me as quite true. Certainly the part about “our belief system”. As I share my story with you tonight I would like to also share with you my belief system.
As I struggled and prayed about what God would have me share with you tonight I realized that over the last 20 years of my life probably the most influential Christian writing I have studied…. other than the Bible, has been Leslie Weatherhead’s book “The Will of God”.

“The Will of God” is a book of 5 sermons Weatherhead, a British pastor wrote and delivered to his congregation during WW II . As I pondered the influence this book has had on my belief system I realized that a belief system is not something I needed just to help me recover from the tragedies that come my way  but it is something I need for everyday of my life. 

We all have a belief system whether we consciously think about it or not. But when I consider The Will of God as something I can seek to understand,  rather than something I have to accept without question… I can be transformed into the person God intends for me to be.
In sharing my story about this specific tragedy I hope that you will come to a better understanding yourself about the Will of God and what that means for you.
Leslie Weatherhead has helped me understand “The Will of God” by breaking it down into three parts:
1.
The Intentional Will of God- God’s ideal plan for us.

2.
The Circumstantial Will of God- God’s plan within certain circumstances

3.
God’s Ultimate Will- God’s final realization of his purposes

Life was pretty good for the Lee family as we went into the summer of 2005. My flight instructing career was beginning to develop into something that might be able to put some bread on the table, at least my flying had gone from being a cash drain to some positive cash flow. The girls were looking forward to spending the summer together and had plans to be really involved in several summer church missions and activities. And we were together on a family vacation. Looking back I believe we were trying our best to figure out God’s Will for our lives and therefore we were living the good life-God’s ideal plan for us…. Or, his Intentional will.

I.    The Intentional Will of God- God’s ideal plan for us.

I believe the Intentional Will is probably the most misunderstood because this is what we think of when someone says about the death of a loved one….“It is the will of God”

But that is in total conflict with a God who is all powerful and only wants good for us. I do believe God only wants good for us. So in order for me to believe God’s intentional will is only for our well being I had to put aside all the bad of what happened on June 25th 2005 and consider that under the topic of The circumstantial will of God. 
And to give you some biblical reference I would like you to consider Matt. 18 vs. 14 “So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should perish…
I believe God’s ideal plan is for us to have an eternal relationship with Him that begins when we are born and continues for eternity. I’ve been taught to believe in Heaven, so I can accept my eternal relationship with God is something that will be revealed to me in its time. But I asked myself how can we have that relationship here on earth? 
I believe we experience a relationship with God here on earth through our interactions with his people.

So where do I see the intentional will of God working in tragedies in our lives? I believe it is in the good we see that comes out of tragedy. In my case it has been experiencing God through his people.

I could easily take up the rest of our time sharing the many stories of the outpouring of Love, prayers and action from all of God’s people directed only at me.

But in addition to all the Love that has poured out to me…God’s people created  the JubiLee Scholarship Fund to provide financial college assistance to Public High School graduates in the Nashville area. The fund has already grown to over $_250,000_____ and will start awarding scholarships this summer… and …At a  recent Tree planting ceremony in memory of my 13 year old daughter four of Allison’s friends had the opportunity to witness to God’s presence in their lives to a captive audience of 140 8th graders. At a public school!!!
Now I’m not going to stand here and tell you I didn’t question where God was in this tragedy but I soon realized he was there in my hospital room with me. 
I saw God in the first person that told me I was spared for a purpose…. I see him right now…look across the table or next to you. God is in each and every one of you. You see I believe God is behind every act of compassion, every smile, every word of encouragement uttered. He speaks to us through his people…partly because we don’t take the time to listen to him…but I believe that is his plan for us.
We are here on earth to help God fulfill his purpose. So, even if you don’t believe people actually see God and live to tell about it… you can see God just like I have.

I believe God puts us where we are… to help each other through this journey called Life and to help each other prepare for our eternal life with him and the saints who have gone before us.

And although I never got to meet many of you here tonight, I knew you were there doing God’s work. Whether you were doing his work at the church so Jim and Ginny could visit me or whether you were there in the hospital or just one of the thousands who said they have been praying for me. Each one of us is here for a purpose…to help God with his Ideal plan for us.

II.    The circumstantial Will of God-God’s plan within certain circumstances.

My understanding of the circumstantial will of God is what keeps me from allowing this tragedy to push me away from a relationship with him. This part of the will of God is difficult to understand ( in part because we continue to confuse it with his Intentional will…At the risk of over simplifying Leslie Weatherhead I believe that  in order for us to be able to choose to follow God we have to have free will to make our Own choices.
In addition there are certain laws of nature that provide a sense of order to our universe…., we rely on these laws so we can have some reasonable expectation as to what the result of our choices will be.  

In this particular situation there was the obvious Law of gravity, a natural law which Wilbur and Orville Wright overcame more than 100 years ago. And we have two 

Human laws …1) Humans can and do make mistakes and 2) mechanical things can fail. 

Bad circumstances that can get in the way of God’s intentional will for our lives.

On Feb. 28, 2006 the NTSB, National Transportation Safety Board the government agency responsible for investigations of airplane accidents issued their final report ... Engine failure for undeterminable reason…Several reporter’s picked up on this and called me for my reactions… 

I suppose my response to those inquiries could have been “it must have been God’s will”  YES maybe God’s circumstantial will…but I never believed it was his intentional will.  

So what could I conclude from this? In light of the circumstances…engine failure… the plane was forced to land…unfortunately it landed in a mobile home park and hit a propane tank. So why am I here today? That I have to accept as a Miracle. Given the circumstances I believe it is a miracle I am here today.  

At the time I wasn’t able to accept it as a Miracle….

That I escaped death, don’t ask me why... maybe I just didn’t think I was worthy of a miracle…or maybe it was too many people telling me I was lucky to be here. I certainly didn’t feel lucky… Diane, Allison and Amy… they were the lucky ones…they had  left this earthly life to continue their eternal life with God and the other saints that have gone before them. We were the ones left to suffer the pain and sorrow of our loss.

You see I was content with my own theory of how I got out of the airplane until I heard other witnesses accounts, the fact is the Piper 235 only has one door with two latches…on the passenger’s side. So my theory was that I somehow managed to get through that door without completely opening it. Once out I believed I was standing on the wing trying to unlatch the upper latch when my rescuers pulled me from the plane.  

Well, that was my theory… but witnesses say they saw me come from the pilot’s side of the plane around the back and were only able to get to me because I slipped off the wing. 

I thought sure the NTSB investigator would be able to shed some light on all this. But Guess what?  Too much of the aircraft had been destroyed by the fire to be able to support or contradict anyone’s story.   Unexplainable?  MUST BE A MIRACLE. But you know what? That still wasn’t good enough for me. 

It wasn’t until I looked closely at some news footage and saw how close together the mobile homes were and saw with my own eyes how little of the aircraft was left that I believed my being dragged away from the wreckage alive was truly a Miracle.  

And it was only the beginning of Miracles! You see I later learned that I had been assessed with a 90% mortality rate ….only a 10% chance of survival. We have become so programmed not to expect miracles we don’t see them when they happen to us. Each one of you in this room tonight is a miracle…a gift from God to those whose hearts and lives you will touch over the years of your life.  

For me more miracles were to come…On July 24th the eve of a Memorial service for our girls…. my brother reported to FHUMC that while I was probably through the worst of it they should not expect me home to Nashville before Christmas…what he didn’t share with them was that the prognosis he had been given was to plan to celebrate Xmas in Allentown, PA. Here we have another Miracle because within 3 weeks I was home in Nashville, TN. Another miracle I’ll accept as an answer to prayer.  

What I haven’t figured out was whether it was the prayers of my Forest Hill Church wanting me home or whether it was the prayers of Bethany UMC and my family who were ready to be done with me.  

Yes I do believe in Miracles!

And if you don’t believe that you had a part in saving my life …or in my miracle … because you weren’t there in the hospital or emergency room…You should believe it today by being here in this room right now.. You are a  miracle yourself. You are a miracle from the day you were born until the day you pass on to the great reward of eternal life with God.  

III.    The Ultimate will of God-God’s final realization of his purposes

The ultimate will of God…I believe the ultimate will of God is to have an eternal relationship with us…When I say I believe God is omnipotent, I don’t mean I believe nothing can happen unless it is God’s will (=intention).  I mean that nothing can happen which can finally defeat his purpose.  

Or in other words- The only way we can defeat God’s purpose or ultimate will is to reject his Love or choose to reject a relationship with Him.  

As parents we have many opportunities to give advice to our children ….On one such occasion a few years ago our younger daughter…Amy…was going on and on about how she didn’t have any control over some event that had happened to her…what she really was doing was trying to rationalize her behavior as an uncontrollable response to that event. I listened patiently deciding not to argue with her logic, (as you can see 17 years of marriage wasn’t totally wasted on me), ….and when she finished I said, “You are absolutely right, we don’t have any control over anything that happens to us….but what we do have control over is how we choose to respond.”

A few days after I became conscious a standard psych evaluation was ordered. The psychiatrist came into my room and said “I understand you got some bad news this week end….how do you feel about that?” Well I don’t know if it was God and Amy watching for my response or the drugs talking but my response was. “My girls have left me a lot of work to do…I need to get better and get out there and do it.” They told my sister they had never heard a response like that before….. I think instead of antidepressants they prescribed  more sedatives.  

But I believe those words came from God…I took them to heart…I realized God had brought me through to this point…now I had to start doing for myself. Having been raised to be a man of his word I now had the advice I gave to Amy and the words I’d spoken to the psychiatrist with my sister as a witness. From that point on I had made my choice…. there was no turning back.  

Looking back on it I would have to say it was that point I had realized that God’s ultimate will for Diane, Amy and Allison had been accomplished….he wasn’t done with me.

IV.    Discerning God’s Will

I’ve shared with you my belief about the three parts of The Will of God and talked about how I have found comfort in knowing God’s ultimate will has been fulfilled for my girls. 

And we could stop here and say they lived happily ever after.  

But that is not the end of my story nor the end of our story. I mentioned earlier Leslie Weatherhead had 5 sermons and I also mentioned I believed I was spared for a purpose.

So how do I figure out what that purpose is? Or how do we discern God’s will? I believe we discern God’s will for us through prayer, reading scripture and devotional material, seeking advice from trusted Christian friends or family members, and ultimately we may  reach the point we can trust our feelings because we know those feelings come from God..

I have a confession to make…a few minutes ago I told you  “ From that point on I had made my choice there was no turning back.”   Well about a week after that day I was at my lowest point of despair  in my life. It was 3 O clock in the morning, I had just been through 5 hours of surgery earlier in the day, for the last three hours I had rung for the nurse every 10 minutes to have them put the blankets back on me that I had just kicked off.  One minute I was freezing the next I was burning up…. the pain medication had worn off, I was missing my girls something awful…and feeling sorry for myself. 

So I prayed…but not the prayer all of you were praying for my healing and for strength for me. No…I told God I was done, I wanted to die and come home and be with him and my girls…but I did throw in Jesus’ famous quote from the Garden of Gethsemane…Yet not my will but your will be done. Not long after that I drifted off to sleep and woke up about 4 hours later with my answer. And I still can’t remember whether the clock radio was playing Garth Brook’s “Unanswered Prayers” or Billy Joel singing “Only the Good Die Young”. 
But I did learn what God’s will was for me at that moment.  

As I continued to struggle with my writing trying to discern what God would have me share with you May 8th’s Upper Room Devotional gave me this thought for the day. “Your story of God’s work in your life can strengthen others.”  
Then May 9th’s Grace for the Moment told me how to listen to God.
I’ve learned over the past 10 months the importance of solitude, scripture study and taking time to listen to God.

V.    In His Will Is Our Peace

The 5th and last sermon on The Will of God is “In his will is our peace”

I believe Weatherhead’s words…”no evil circumstances can ever befall us but we can find in them a path, which is God’s way for us just then,”

I believe we must discipline ourselves to discern the Will of God so we can find that path.

I wish I could stand here today and tell you I have found that path and the peace that God promises us if we follow Him. That certainly would make for a nice ending to my story.  But as I mentioned earlier I do have a bit of peace in my life in the knowledge that Diane, Amy and Allison are at peace. And to the extent any of you here in this room were involved in their lives I hope you can take comfort that you may have helped them find their way. Just by being here today you are helping me find my way and find my peace.  

One more story while we are on the topic of Heaven. At the 8th grade tree planting ceremony Allison’s friends totally on their own chose the scripture for the program. Matt 6:19-21 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures here on earth, but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven. For where your treasure lies, there your heart will be also.”  

Conclusion- 
While I hope nothing ever happens to you like what happened to me, the reality of life is “stuff happens” My hope for you is that when that time comes you can remember back to today and this talk about the Will of God. Although it is hard to make sense out of any of  the tragedies we come across in life,….. By seeking God’s will for our lives…. no matter the circumstances….. We can at least get started down the path that leads to the peace in our lives he has promised us. 
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