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Enough

I chose the texts for this morning before I went on vacation, and I was pretty sure that this sermon would come together rather neatly.  The psalm talks about the great works of God, and the story of Elijah and the widow illustrates the abundance of God’s providence for us.  I spent Friday and Saturday at our Minnesota Conference Annual Meeting (where Cher Duys, Sue Mieska, Julie Maxson, and Jerry and Liz Hankins are working and worshipping this morning), and a good bit of our time was spent with keynote speakers helping us name, claim, and faithfully use all of the gifts that God has blessed us with.  The message from both DaVita McCallister and Luther Snow was this:  God is extravagant and we have what we need in abundance.
But somewhere on the highway on the way home, the clarity of this sermon outline began to blur.  I still want to speak to you about those things, but another message intruded on my preparation, and the only way to deal with it is to give it light this morning before I circle back around to my original thoughts.
To our human shame, there are always some people in the world who truly do not have enough resources to live.  Hunger and starvation are real; poor health and sanitation are real; famine and drought are real.  When we talk (as I shall in a moment) about God’s abundance, we need to humbly and contritely remember that human activity can undermine that abundance.  Our carelessness, selfishness, exploitation, and ignorance contribute to the misery of our brothers and sisters.  It is their voices, I think, that murmured at me on the way home last night, reminding me of our extraordinary privileged lives here in twenty-first century America.
 Having acknowledged that, we also need to acknowledge that both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament are filled with stories of God’s generosity and human abundance.  Today’s story about Elijah and the widow is one example.  We also hear of the Israelites being fed manna in the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land, about thousands of followers of Jesus being fed on a hillside with a few fishes and loaves of bread, of disciples being fed on the seashore and on the road to Emmaus, of Jesus dining with prostitutes, sinners, and temple officials.  We read of the extravagant welcome accorded a wandering son, and the generous pay to vineyard workers who arrived late at the worksite.  Over and over again, we are reminded of God’s provision of more than we need.
It is more than a little ironic that in our time – a time when we are flooded with material possessions and possessed by material concerns – it more than a little ironic that we often feel as though as we may not have enough.  Indeed, we live in a culture that proclaims to us over and over that we do not have enough.  The economy of our country – and these days, the economy of the entire world – depends upon this feeling of scarcity, so there are powerful institutional and financial pressures that tell us our lives would be better, richer, fuller, more meaningful, if we had – something.  The something might be a car, a perfume, a more perfect body, or financial resources for retirement.  Whatever it is, we are told that we need more of it.  
Some years ago, our Sunday School curriculum had a wonderful song called “Everything We Need.”  It was a “zipper song” – a simple lyric with a place to zip in new words for each verse.  So, “Not just bread, not just wine, not just water, but everything we need.”  Or maybe “Not just books, not just skis, not just cookies, but everything we need.”  It was fun to sing, and it carried an important message that was not just for the children.  God really does give us everything we need, even though we often don’t recognize it.
Instead, we generally use the language of scarcity: “ we don’t have enough,” “we need more,” “we need to protect what we have,” “we can’t risk anything,” “don’t’ waste anything,” “they have more…”  You know this song.  We sing it at home, at work, even sometimes at the church.  We look at the proverbial glass – the one that is partially filled, and we see the empty part.  When we do that, we become worried, fearful, selfish, and generally cranky.  A stance of scarcity is spiritually and emotionally unhealthy.  Spiritual and emotional health depend upon our recognizing the abundance in us and around us.
Well, to borrow a phrase from the speaker I heard yesterday (Luther Snow), we can’t build anything with the empty part of the glass.  We won’t be nourished, we won’t be inspired, we won’t proclaim any good news.  It is the full part of the glass that makes our lives possible – no matter, by the way, whether the full part is 50% or 1% of the possible total.  It is what we have – and not what we lack – that defines who we shall be and how we shall live.

When we use the language of scarcity, we are usually hoping that some benevolent outside force will fill our cups up the rest of the way.  We assume that we can only live out our sacred vocations in this life if we are fully equipped before we begin – if we have a savings account, or a degree, or the lawn mowed, or whatever.  And so we plead, cajole, sometimes trick or cheat, to get somebody to fill up the glass.

But the truth is just what the little song says:  God gives us everything we need.  The catch is that we often have to pool our resources, share our gifts, and work together in community if we are going to experience God’s full bounty.  We have to know one another well enough to recognize the opportunities for sharing our gifts (and sometimes our money).  Sometimes those opportunities come because we share similar interests and talents:  it takes two people to play tennis.  Sometimes the opportunities come because we have complimentary skills or resources:  a carpenter needs someone with wood, and a person with wood needs a carpenter.
Hidden in the little song I mentioned earlier is the key here:  God gives us everything we need.  The promise of God’s largesse is not a pledge to make every individual wealthy (though you can find some preachers who will tell you that’s so).  God’s promise is to the community of faith, what Christians call “the body of Christ.”  It is in working together that we discover God’s abundance.

The wonderful, curious, paradoxical thing about God’s abundance is that it lets us live like poor people.  Nearly everywhere in the world, people who live in so-called poverty are markedly more generous and more hospitable than those who live in comparative wealth.  The widow in today’s text was down to her last handful of meal and drops of oil, but she did not hesitate to offer it to Elijah when he asked for it.  Our mission trip youth have received gifts of food from families whose cupboards were nearly bare; overseas volunteers in many settings report the same thing 

And the wonderful, curious, paradoxical thing about worldly poverty is that it teaches us just how wealthy we really are.  Our resources, it always turns out, are much greater than we had imagined.  The widow in today’s text thought she had barely enough oil and meal for herself and her son; marvelously, she fed Elijah and plenty left over.  Indeed, the “jar of meal was not emptied, neither did the jug of oil fail ..” [1 Kings 17:16]  Even without divine intervention, we often know more and have more than we realized.  

This was a lesson I learned early and often in the small church I served in Eastern Washington.  Their budget was modest, and they never had enough pledges at the beginning of the year to fund it.  And they didn’t worry.  They had an iron conviction that if a need presented itself, they would be able to meet it.  And in my experience, that is just what they did:  they re-roofed the church (a smaller job than here!), refurbished the parsonage garage, paid for half of every child’s summer camp fee, and kept a “Good Neighbor Fund” to help out those in need.  Sometimes the electric bill was paid a few days late, but they always came out okay.  They knew that God would give them everything they needed.
That conviction is harder to maintain in a community like ours, where planning and prudence are valued more than optimism and faith.  It is harder, but it is not impossible, for people of faith who are committed to a common mission and ministry.  I was deeply moved when the task force charged with identifying and gathering the resources for our present and future ministries in this congregation took the name “Manna Task Force.”  The hard-working members of this group understand that we do have everything we need: an abundance of gifts and talents, a depth of love for God and neighbor, a commitment to peace and justice, a covenant to travel our spiritual journeys together.  
God does, indeed, give us everything we need.  Like Elijah, like the widow and her son, we have enough.  And more.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.

Prayer for June 10, 2007

Almighty and everlasting God, creator of all things seen and unseen, hear now our silent prayers, as we open our hearts to you in the sacred quietness.

God of faith and hope, we bring before you our prayers for those we have named this morning – we especially remember …     Bring to each of them the gifts of mercy and grace that are most needed, according to your wisdom and love.

God of all of our days, this morning we bring to you our prayers of thanksgiving for the gifts of rest, play, and recreation, and our prayers for the wise and joyful use of those gifts.

God of creation, we remember that you rested after the great works of calling forth the earth and all its creatures.  We remember your commandment to keep the Sabbath, and to keep it holy.  Still, we confess that obeying this commandment – even partially – can be more difficult than other commandments that seem, on the face of it, to be more demanding.

And so we pray this morning that you will help us set aside our sense of urgency for tasks that really do not have to be done today, for obligations that could be met tomorrow, for responsibilities that can be postponed or reduced.  Open our hearts and minds to clear discernment between what truly needs to be undertaken, and what we continue to do from habit or anxiety or self-indulgence.  Help us to edit our calendars so that there will be spaces in which we can be renewed, restored, and refreshed.  

And then we pray, God of our hearts, for the spiritual freedom to fully experience and express our joy – our joy at the wonders of your creation and our joy at the richness of our human relationships and connections.  Let that joy be expressed through our bodies and our voices, through our creative activities and our delight in eating, sleeping, and entertaining one another.  

We give you special thanks for the gifts of humor and laughter, for their power to heal us, to bring our concerns into perspective, to undermine arrogance and foolishness, and to interrupt our self-centeredness.  Do not, we pray, let us fall into habits of using humor to humiliate or embarrass others, or as a substitute for difficult conversations about important matters.

And finally, we pray that the practice of Sabbath, whether undertaken on a particular day or scattered through the week, will remind us of the goodness of creation and of your unending and extravagant love for everything and everyone you have brought into being.

All these things we pray in the name of the one who came that we might have great joy, the one we name as Jesus the Christ, and in whose words we now pray together …
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