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Let us pray:  may the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.  

This isn’t the first time that I thought, when I first looked at today’s scripture a few weeks ago that it never feels accidental.  I know that sometimes people have said, “You must have picked that just for the day,” to which I respond, “no, it is the lectionary.”  Three different thoughts have steered my sermon planning over the past two weeks.  I read the texts for today two Sundays ago, as is my usual practice.  I was sure then that I only wanted to speak about the hope that comes from trusting in the promises about which we hear in the passage from Isaiah that Paul read for us.  I’m sure I am not alone in saying that I am ready, Lord, for you to do a new thing!  I’m reminded of the scene in the film version of Willie Wonka that starred Gene Wilder.  Do you remember the spoiled young girl, Veruca Salt, who cried out to her father, “I want a golden goose, Daddy, and I want it Nooooow.”  I would very much like to experience the vision of abundance we read from the prophet.  As much as young Veruca is able to manipulate her father with her petulance, we do well to remember the words from our Gospel lesson today, from which we understand that countless calamities will befall us before we know the end is near.  Likewise, while we may do our best to bring about our own abundance, God’s vision will not occur on our timeline, no matter how much we whine.  We do well to practice patience; we do well to understand the value of delayed gratification.

We hear in the New Testament book of Hebrews that faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.  We are fairly quick to believe in what we hear about the end times when it appeals to our fears.  War is a very sure recollection to us of what we hear in Luke today.  Somehow, though, we are less quick to believe in the certainty of the joy we have to look forward to, as well.  We are sometimes less quick to imagine the bounty at the table the Lord has promised to set before us than we are to imagine the persecution and destruction we hear about and perhaps see.  What about the Lord’s other promises?  What relationship do we have to this Word in our lives today?  

The second idea I pondered in the past two weeks stems from the letter we all have received from our stewardship team, which includes yours truly?  When people in our community or friends ask how the church “is doing,” they often have in mind our financial solvency.  Friends who are not clergy have remarked how hard it must be to preach during stewardship season.  While that may be true for some, I don’t really get that feeling too often.  Still, when someone mentioned to me that it must feel like “singing for my supper,” I remembered a picture of me in 1991, in Aix-en-Provence, busking with songs of Tracy Chapman and Bob Dylan, in my favorite maroon shirt, singing for my supper, singing with immediate monetary gratification.  I sang, I ate (I drank wine.).  Our pay checks don’t generally work like that.  Well, maybe George’s or Clair’s, and still, occasionally, mine.   

In a way, though, everything we do is like singing for our supper.  And I’m not talking about the lovely treats we’ll enjoy after worship today or even the Thanksgiving feast we will have next week.  This has had me thinking about thanks-giving, about gratitude, just as I received the request for support of the church’s ministries.  In front of the church from which I was ordained in Massachusetts, which now, sadly, has closed its doors, I remember one of their catchy signs with a smile. “Give God what’s right, not what’s left.”  I wonder, in my focusing on gratitude, what is right to give to God.  More importantly, maybe, is to as why.  What makes giving to the church important?  

So, I keep thinking about that heavenly banquet.  

For as the days of a tree, 
   so will be the days of my people; 
my chosen ones will long enjoy 
   the work of their hands. 
23 They will not labor in vain,
Roberta Bondi, in her book Memories of God, reflects on how easy it would be to look at what is happening in the world and move to the conclusion that we are in the end times.  I am going to quote her at some length here.  “There are two things, however, that trip me up when I am tempted to read the Lukan passage in this immediate way. First, Jesus says in other places, pretty emphatically, that nobody knows the day and the hour of the end except God alone. This means, as my former colleague Bill Mallard used to say, if you think you know when it’s coming, the very fact you think so is proof that you don’t.
The other thing that stops me in my tracks is that Luke 21:12 and the verses following make it very clear that before the great apocalyptic end of life as we have known it, we Christians will be arrested and otherwise persecuted because of our faithfulness to the gospel, and by this be given the chance to testify to the gospel.
This is tough -- no kidding. Before the end comes, I am going to testify to the truth of the gospel that because each person is of infinite value to God, no one ought to withhold from anybody what they need for life. That wealth is not God’s reward to the righteous or poverty God’s punishment. That God’s most particular concern is for the helpless, the poor and struggling, the hopeless and the outcast. That getting revenge on the personal or national level is wrong. And I should expect a lot of trouble for speaking out.”  I feel as though I might have written those words, but I want to make sure we remember that they are from Roberta Bondi.  
I have a feeling I will be speaking for quite a while about the symposium I attended at Yale Divinity School last Monday.  Sponsored by the Center for Public Theology and Public Policy at YDS and by an organization called FASPE, Fellowships at Auschwitz for the Study of Professional Ethics, the topic was Public Theology in a Time of Authoritarianism.  Eight scholars from a wide variety of disciplines spoke to the history, the sociology, the theology, and the psychology of authoritarian regimes in the past and about what it is to reckon with growing concern that history will repeat itself.  In these weeks of various thoughts of this sermon, I found the three topics melding into one.  For what do we remain grateful, even when challenged, and what do we do, with all our power, to assure that every individual can enjoy freedom.  
If that isn’t enough for you to think about yet, let’s think about it in a simple question. What do we do with our living?  How do we live, and what do we give?  We exist in a time in which we can look around and really wonder where to find God’s presence, confused by the amount of evil we can see.  We can also look around and know that there are things we can do, in our own little plot of life, that can give relief to some of those who do not have the good fortune we have.  And I’m not talking only about our financial resources.  We can live in such a way that we give more than we take of hope and of faith.  We can believe so strongly in God’s promises that we proclaim their truth with our willingness to give—of our time, of our voices, and yes, even of our money.  We can affect a change right here in Blue Hill, here in Hancock County, when we work together to live the good news of our faith.
So, maybe you wonder if it matters what you do.  Well of course it does!  No, our mites will not be measured, but our intentions will.  True confession:  I have not always lived into my faith.  I was for a long time what I call a nominal Christian, but I can look at the last twenty or so years of my life as a true kind of a rebirth (even though I used to cringe at the notion of being “born again”).  There was a time when I tearfully said to someone I loved, “I want to have God-speak in my mouth again.”  Do you?  I have learned to trust that God will provide, and God has.  I have given more of my time, my energy and my financial resources to do the work of the Church, and every other aspect of my life has fallen into place in ways I call miraculous.  But do you know that I can’t even begin to think that this, all this that I celebrate every day, living on the peninsula.  I can’t begin to think that this is all there is, all I’ve been waiting for.  I’m waiting for the feast.  I’m looking forward to the banquet.  I want to sit, certainly not at the right hand of Jesus, but definitely, definitely at the same table.  So, I’ve often asked I want every aspect of my life to be in line with what Jesus has asked of me in following him.  Do you?  
I may have shared with you before now what has guided me in my own consideration of giving to the church.  She made very clear to us that when she “wrote her bills” each month, raising five children on her own, that the first check she wrote each month was to the church.  So, I have often asked how much I might give.   How much more bountifully can we give?
And here is the tough part . . . Sure, our pledges don’t all go to mission outreach.  I am singing for my supper, and I am grateful sometimes beyond words for the opportunity to serve among you.  And sure, we may not see immediately how painting the back of the church is doing Jesus’ work, but we are caring for a center of giving in our community.  Because of congregations like ours and other people willing to give of their time, talents and treasure, we feed hundreds each week through the Simmering Pot; we clothe hundreds of children each Christmas; we keep families warm and fed through the Dolly Fisher fund.  This is the work of Christ’s church; the building of God’s kin-dom; the sharing of the heavenly banquet.  
I have wondered sometimes about whether I should buy tires that are a bit more expensive, but that will last longer, or whether I should buy less expensive ones and replace them more frequently.  I wonder if I am making the right choice.  I have wondered sometimes, after spending a little extra on specialty coffee, whether I should have saved my money and bought the Hannaford brand as usual.  I have wondered whether I should have bought a different house, one with a bit less leaves to rake; one with fewer rooms for the stuff I have accumulated; one with a smaller mortgage.  I have never wondered whether I have given too much to the church or to any organization I support.  I give more now because I am more certain than ever that it is the right thing to do.  I tithe now, because in doing so, I know that this church might therefore continue to prosper in doing the work of our Lord.  I want for my children’s children to know God’s saving Grace through Jesus Christ, and I am sure that if I don’t give, I can’t expect there to be a place or a people to learn from.  That’s the truth.  I don’t give because I’m a pastor.  I am a pastor, because over twenty years ago, and at various times throughout my life, I heard the good news in a way that gave me life.  The Good News gives us life.  

We are singing this morning, and again this afternoon, at worship in God’s house, for the Lord’s supper.  We’re singing for the Lord’s supper, one that we are meant to share—widely, abundantly.  We are singing for the Lord’s supper in a time when people are struggling to know how they will feed themselves; when they are struggling to know what they will know of freedom.  So, as we celebrate our own abundance, we can give thanks to God, from whom all blessings flow!  Amen.




