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November 21, 2010; The Last Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 29; Yr C


Sermon:  Luke 19: 29-38 (Sheila and John)

I found this interchange under the heading, “Why Men Shouldn’t Write Advice Columns.”
  Sheila writes John, asking for help.

Dear John,

I hope you can help me.  The other day I set off for work, leaving my husband in the house watching TV.  My car stalled, and then it broke down about a mile down the road, and I had to walk back to get my husband’s help.  When I got home, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  He was in our bedroom with the neighbor’s daughter!

I am 32, my husband is 34 and our neighbor’s daughter is 19.  We have been married for 10 years.  When I confronted him, he broke down and admitted they had been having an affair for the past six months.  He won’t go to counseling, and I’m afraid I am a wreck and need advice urgently.  Can you please help?  Sincerely, Sheila.

Dear Sheila,

A car stalling after being driven a short distance can be caused by a variety of faults with the engine.  Start by checking there is no debris in the fuel line.  If it is clear, check the vacuum pipes and hoses on the inlet manifold and also check all grounding wires.  If none of these approaches solves the problem, it could be that the fuel pump itself is faulty, causing low delivery pressure to the injectors.  I hope this helps.

John

It probably is true that men aren’t the best at writing advice columns, and it made me think that maybe priests aren’t the best at asking for money.  Two weeks ago I asked the Bishop to mention stewardship during his sermon, and to be honest, he didn’t exactly come on like gangbusters.  Then I reminded Fr Paul that November was stewardship month, and last week he talked mostly about stewardship of life.  More the time and talent part of stewardship than cold, hard cash.  Then there is my recent experience in going to jail to raise money for the Muscular Dystrophy Association.  Let’s just say that if I really needed to raise $1600 for bail, I’d still be there.

But there is another reason that I feel a bit odd preaching today.  My father is here, and it adds a wrinkle – well, another bit of reflection anyway – on how I approach our gospel.

Despite beginning our Christian life in the same way, baptized in the Lutheran Church, my father and I have ended up in very different denominations with very different outlooks.  He and my mother raised my brother and me in the Presbyterian Church, but my father and I were not destined to remain Presbyterians.  I found my home in the Church of England, and dad found his in the Church of God.

He really didn’t have much of a choice.  Several years after my mother died my father remarried.  Deloris was from Steward county in TN, and her nephew, Jeff Wallace, is pastor of Dyers Creek Church of God.  Jeff is an affable, hard working, intelligent pastor, who has grown a good sized church in a county where there is a church on every block.  That’s really just an expression, because it is rural enough that there really aren’t blocks out there.

At Dyers Creek they have no annual pledge drive.  No pledges at all.  People give; that’s it.

They don’t believe in pledging, but that doesn’t mean they don’t believe in stewardship. This is what their website says:

Stewardship is the responsible use of all of our resources, 

recognizing that all good gifts come from God. It has implications for 

the use of our abilities, the use of our time, and the way we earn and 

spend our money. Christian stewardship includes the common and 

accepted practice of giving the first ten percent of our income (our tithe) 

directly to the church for mission and ministries.

Of course as Episcopalians we are much more liberal.  We are happy to have your tithe go, in part, to charitable organizations like the Salvation Army, Crossroads Mission, or the like.  We’re quite willing to settle for half of your tithe:)

Today is called Christ the King Sunday.  You probably noticed the theme in our readings.  From Jeremiah, “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.”  From Colossians, “[God] has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son . . .”  And in our gospel, Jesus enters triumphantly into Jerusalem, with the people saying, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven and glory in the highest heaven!”

Sounds sort of familiar doesn’t it?  Every Sunday we say the Sanctus (“Holy, Holy, Holy Lord, God of power and might . . .) followed by the Benedictus (“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest.”)  The Benedictus was used liturgically as far back as 380 A.D. as part of the invitation to communion.

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  And you will see many of us cross ourselves at this point.  And many of us don’t.  There are no rubrics (instructions) in the Book of Common Prayer that tell us when we are supposed to cross ourselves.  The only place I have found any direction is in books like Dennis Michno’s book, A Priest’s Handbook, and in Howard Galley’s book, The Ceremonies of the Eucharist.

Of course they disagree.  Michno says, “[The celebrant and assisting ministers] may make the sign of the cross at the words, ‘Blessed is he . . .’  Bells may be rung during the Sanctus.”

Capt. Howard E. Galley holds, “The Sanctus (with Benedictus) is part of virtually all Christian liturgies, both eastern and western.  In no liturgy, save that of Rome from the 11th century, was a sign of the cross prescribed at this point.  The reason for it, Roman scholars have determined, lies somewhere between superstitious fear in the face of Christ’s presence under the forms of bread and wine and an outright misinterpretation of the text, the word ‘blessed’ being applied to the worshipers rather than to Christ.  The Roman rite has therefore dropped the signing at this point.”
  It is worth noting that Capt. Howard Galley was the author of the collect we used today for Christ the King Sunday. 

While I am not bothered about whether people cross themselves or not at “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord,” I do want you to know that in our liturgy it is Christ, specifically Christ the King, who comes in the name of the Lord.  Not us.

When you think of a king, what comes to mind?  For me the word that surfaces is homage.  Those of you familiar with Morning Prayer may recall Canticle 19 in our Prayer Book:  “Your ways are ways of righteousness and truth, O King of all the ages.  Who can fail to do you homage, Lord, and sing the praises of your Name?”

Homage.  A reverential regard; deference; loyalty; tribute.  Kings protected their subjects during times of war and famine; subjects obeyed the laws or directives of their king, providing a portion of their earnings for support of the king and the kingdom.

So if we think of Christ the King, we should think about our obedience to the laws of the Kingdom, about our vows of loyalty, about our tribute, and how we treat what has been entrusted to our care.  Jesus tells us of the laws of his kingdom in the parable of the sheep and the goats, where the Son of Man sits on the throne of his glory, welcoming into his kingdom those who fed the poor, gave drink to the thirsty, welcomed the stranger, clothed the naked, cared for the sick, and visited those in prison.  Excluding those who did not.
  We made vows at baptism, promising to follow and obey him as our Lord.  We give tribute through our offerings each week and through our other charitable contributions.  And, as citizens of the Kingdom, we endeavor to be good stewards of all that has been entrusted to our care.

I thought to myself, “What was the single most important thing entrusted to my care?”  The answer was simple and immediate.  My children.  It was clear and simple to me because I learned it from my father and mother.

A while back I participated in a clergy conference called CREDO.  Part of this was a reflection on our core values and our core purpose.  I listed my core values as education, love for family, faith, and my mother’s motto for our family: “We do the best we can.”  My core purpose is to love and care for Paulette, to love and care for my family, to appreciate life, and to live out my faith.

It was in listing these I realized how much of my core values and purpose came from my parents.  Of course they provided for my material and physical needs.  They provided financial support for my education, and loaned us the money for a down payment on our first home. But financial stewardship was a natural outgrowth of their stewardship of values and purpose.  Being a good parent is far more than just providing for the material and financial needs of our children.

It is stewardship month, but I don’t want it to be about pledging.  Here I  stand in solidarity with all the other priests who are not good at asking for money and say, “It’s not about the money.”  It is no more about the money than Sheila’s problem was about the car.  Her car needed fixing, of course. Just like St Paul’s needs your pledge.  But the important thing is our relationship with Christ the King.  The obedience and vows and trust and loyalty.  I want you to think about stewardship as being akin to how you love your children, or your spouse, or your closest friend.

Let us be mindful of all that has been entrusted to our care – this earth, our time and talent, our money – but especially those people God has put before us.  Sheila needs a car that runs, but she needs the love of her husband more. of giving the first ten percent of our income (our tithe) 
directly to the church for mission and ministries. 
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