SOMETIMES GOD’S GIFTS ARE HARD TO TAKE

Sermon for the 17th Sunday after Pentecost, September 23, 2007

Readings: Jeremiah 79:1-9; Psalm 79:1-13; 1 Timothy 2;1-7; Luke 16:1-13

Sermon text: "Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own? No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth." Luke 16:10-13

The Gift of Life

I have been doing a lot of watering lately. I drag around the hoses and sprinklers and nozzles and try to water all the newly planted grass seed once a day. It takes a while but I find the work oddly rewarding and relaxing. I am filled with a sense of the wonder of life as baby shoots appear like translucent green fuzz out of the brown skin of the earth. Unlike weeding—when I feel like I am trying to hold back the tide—in planting and watering I feel I am working with the grain of creation. I am reminded that Adam’s assignment in Eden was to tend the garden and name the animals. We are stewards of God’s creation; our dominion is not one of ownership but service. 

Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians compares church planting to this process. . In response to people who would form into factions declaring allegiance to Paul or Apollos or some other leader Paul writes that he planted the church that his fellow apostle Apollos is now watering, but God gives the growth.

Later in that letter Paul returned to the importance of gathering the diverse efforts and gifts of the people into one whole. He speaks in chapter twelve of a variety of gifts but of one Spirit animating all, of a diversity of parts of the body but all toward making one whole. 

Some of the gifts of God are obviously just that, freely offered measures of grace. Our very lives begin this list, and we should wake up each morning with gratitude for being alive and able to offer something toward the upbuilding of the world.

Each of us has particular gifts to offer. Paul goes into this in terms of spiritual gifts: “to one is given the utterance of wisdom and to another faith, to one gifts of healing, to another discernment”—but all are activated by the one Spirit and “to each is given that manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”

This morning we continue with our after church Ministry Fair—this week looking at our ministries of Christian education and formation. Thank God that we have some who have been given the gift and the heart to teach! Of course a primary mission of our congregation is to be a center of excellence in teaching our children the fundamentals of Christian faith and life. 

But formation is lifelong—and adults need to continue growing in wisdom and discernment—to water and cultivate the seeds that were planted and began their first growth in childhood and youth. So many of us—and I include myself up to the age of 35 or so—walk on the plateau of Christian faith reached somewhere in our teens, as if confirmation were graduation. But actually we do not truly understand what the way of Jesus really involves until we have lived and suffered and been tested. Sometimes the garden needs to be watered with tears. Other gifts need not only feeding but pruning and weeding.

The Gift of Conscience

What guides us in our choices? What makes us who we are? Conscience and character. Without these gifts of the spirit, other gifts, like strength, intelligence, and ambition, can do great harm.

To help form our conscience we have the gift of the law. Parents and teachers and community norms mold our innate sense of fairness, loyalty, and compassion. We were created to be in community and we feel a sense of the rightness of a flourishing and just community. But we humans left Eden long ago; we have fallen, and instead of tending the garden we tend to ourselves. Along with a wonderful mind to learn about nature we have the clever hypocrite’s gift for rationalization. We need money but we desire wealth.

Here is where Jesus reminds us that we are stewards—managers—of our gifts, not owners. And as managers we cannot serve two bosses. 

An old story illustrates Jesus’ point about honesty and dishonesty. Back when Gimbel’s battled Macy’s for department store supremacy a young man started work for Gimbel’s. One afternoon he was called into the big boss’s office. Then the phone rang. The secretary had stepped out so Mr. Gimbel asked the young man to take the call. The caller on the other end asked for Mr. Gimbel. Gimbel told the young man to tell him he was out of the office. The young man handed the phone to Mr. Gimbel and said, “You tell him.”

After the call ended Gimbel erupted with anger. “How dare you refuse to follow directions!” But the young man replied, “Mr. Gimbel, if I can lie for you, I can lie to you. And that I promise never to do.”

That young man went on to become the chief financial officer of Gimbel’s—and his story is certainly appropriate in an age of corporate cover-ups and spreadsheet shenanigans.

Our culture has been tending to lose its bearings on the importance of honesty. There is a widely spread “culture of cheating” documented in schools and work. Little lies are hardly thought of as wrong. We excuse unethical practice as “just business,” or take the office supplies saying, “the company owes me.” Knowing something is wrong we try to fell better by rationalizing we are not alone; “everyone is doing it.”

This is profoundly wrong according to Jesus. With a heavy dose of irony he condemns the dishonest manager who tries to make some friends after his corruption is found out by the owner. He makes a deal with the folks who owe money—thinking they will owe him a favor in his forced retirement. Such is the wisdom of the world. And the “children of this world” are good at it, better at getting ahead by getting along than the “children of light” those who put righteousness before profit.

But Jesus warns that those we befriend and the way we follow in this world will also be our company and our way in the world to come. This is so because we are shaped in our character by the decisions we make every day. Phillips Brooks once said, “Character is revealed in the great moments but it is made in the small ones.” This is Jesus’ point too: "Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own? No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth." Luke 16:10-13

The Gift of Suffering

But not all of our gifts are the good and welcome kind. We have family and children and friends and good work and our own passions and skills—and of course these are good and welcome. But sometimes a gift simply is what is given. And we are given hard things in this life. How about our little interior demons and fears? How about the difficult challenges of family and friendship? What about those parts of life that oppose our plans and welfare? Sometimes God’s gifts are hard to take.

The passage from the prophet Jeremiah was written in a time of bitter defeat and exile for the people of Jerusalem and the kingdom of Judah. The Babylonians had invaded and raped and pillaged and killed. The Temple was reduced to rubble. The educated and skillful were dragged off as slaves to Babylon. The poor and those in hiding were left in a ragged wasteland or had fled to a difficult refugee status in Egypt. 

The prophet took no consolation is being able to say that he had warned the people this would happen when they lost the way of God and worshipped false idols, when they left the path of righteousness and justice and oppressed the poor among them and abused the stranger. Did they expect that the God they laughed at would listen when they cried? Perhaps this very God in anger has let this happen to teach a lesson.

 And indeed this is the amazing thing about the people of Israel. Almost alone among ancient people—all of whom, perhaps, had known the ups and downs of empire, war and defeat--they were able see the hand of God at work, and remain faithful to a way and a God who had, apparently, deserted them. Instead of bowing to the gods of the conqueror they turned back to their God—and indeed trusted in the prophetic word that God would not stay angry but would restore the remnant and rebuild the kingdom and the temple. This is the amazing faith of the Jews, who have survived almost unimaginable trials—not least of which include the Holocaust and present day threats to their existence as a people, and it is appropriate that we remember that yesterday was Yom Kippur—the Day of Atonement.

We who follow Jesus as the word of God, the answer to these Old Testament prayers, the yes to all of God’s promises to the Jewish people, have a similar faith. We see even in defeat an opportunity for self-examination. Even our enemies are a gift. We are called to love them—and this does mean take the side of wrong or evil. It means to practice a higher way that the usual human response of hatred and lust for revenge. We are called to pray for our enemies.  We are called to look for the face of Christ even in the lost and evil. We are a people of second chances and forgiveness and mercy—mindful that we each stand in need of mercy as well and following the example of the merciful God and resurrected Christ I spoke of last week. 

But these are difficult gifts: enemies, illness, suffering. They help shape us, but they can also tear us down. They are a great challenge to our faith, but if we look back we see that is precisely the hard parts that were most important. A broken heart is sometimes the greatest gift of all—for we are opened up to feel the pain of the world, and to respond.

The Gift of Choice

We have been given wonderful gifts in this life, including life itself. We are also given challenges and suffering. But we have above all the gift of free will and the ability to choose. We can use our gifts to serve ourselves and our narrow circle of family and friends, or we can choose to use our gifts to serve God and improve the world. We also can choose how to face adversity. We can blame God and others; we can turn bitter and recriminating; we can practice revenge instead of forgiveness. Or we can accept what comes with grace and patience and humor. Doing this we inspire others to do the same. Choose life, Moses implored his people. Choose life.
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