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Sermon:  Mark 13: 14-23 (Perseverance)
A common thread runs through our lessons today – perseverance.  Mark speaks of perseverance in the face of terrible suffering.  The reading from Daniel says, “Happy are those who persevere . . .”  The epistle from Hebrews tells us, “You need endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised.”  The author of Hebrews quotes from the book of Habakkuk, following the Greek Septuagint
:  “My soul takes no pleasure in anyone who shrinks back.”  Then encouraging them, “But we are not among those who shrink back and so are lost, but among those who have faith and so are saved.”
It’s hard for me to understand those who hold to the belief, found nowhere in the Bible, that “once saved, always saved.”  There are far too many passages like these, stressing the need to persevere, to not shrink back.  And that the consequence of failing to do so is to be lost.  Think of Jesus’ parable of the seeds sown on the path.
  Where some seed sprout in rocky soil, but die because the roots are shallow.  Jesus explains, “When trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.”  And others, sown among thorns, are choked and die.  Because “the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word.”
“The cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things.”  You can tell the seasoned Episcopalians.  Clicked right away that it is November, and stewardship season is in the air.  But back to perseverance.

Hebrews 12 begins, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us . . .”
 St. Paul liked the analogy of a race for the Christian life.  He writes the Corinthians, “Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete, but only one receives the prize?  Run in such a way that you may win it.”
 To the Galatians Paul writes, “You were running well; who prevented you from obeying the truth?”
  And in 2 Timothy Paul writes, “I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my departure has come.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”

Perseverance, in our lessons today, is linked to persecution.  Reminding us of the great cloud of witnesses, the saints.  Who suffered martyrdom and torture, yet remained faithful.  For us today, perseverance takes on a different dimension.  The altar is not so apt to be desecrated as dusty.  Metaphorically speaking, of course.  Our altar guild members are all saints.  By a dusty altar I mean that the Church today in America is more likely to resemble that of Laodicea than Smyrna.  Lukewarm.  Not so much persecuted as complacent.  Unaware that wealth can mask spiritual poverty.
We all know that we are running a race, and that there will come a time when our mission here on earth – seeking, serving, sharing Christ – will come to an end.  And we all know people who ran the race well.  Who fought the good fight, who finished the race.
Then there are the rest of us.  Who struggle, who fail. Who, like Paul, don’t do what we want to do as Christians, but do the very things we don’t want to do.
Let me be very concrete here, using myself as an example of one engaged in the struggle.  Let me talk about money.  Specifically, about giving it away.

For those of you who have come to know me, it will come as no surprise that I don’t like to spend money.  I come by this honestly.  My father didn’t like to spend money either.  He had seen his father invest in the stock market just days before the crash of 1929.  Then, when my mother contracted polio in the mid 1950s, her medical expenses outstripped his gross pay.  So despite both of my parents having a college education, and my father having a good job with the Bell System, I grew up in a home where expenses were “carefully controlled.”
Then my own experience.  After Paulette and I married we were financially independent.  At the age of 20.  To this day I can tell you our rent and our food budget then.  Even after graduating and starting a career with Gulf Oil, our financial position wasn’t the best.  What with the mortgage for our first home and paying off the money we had borrowed from my folks as a down-payment.
For years I worried about how we were going to pay for our kids’ college education.  So I did my best to save.  The kids thought I was crazy.

Along the way I returned to the faith, and I wanted to give to the church.  I wasn’t about to tithe, or anything close, but I did want to do more than my fair share.  So I kept an eye on the average pledge, and I made sure that ours was always higher.  Not a lot higher, I should add.  I wanted to be sure that we pulled our own weight.  That others (especially those with lower income than ours) were not subsidizing our share of church expenses.

This strategy worked well for me for many years.  Until I was ordained as a priest.  Only then I started to tithe.  To be honest, I wasn’t thrilled about it.  Still not.  But there are way too many times in Scripture that Jesus castigates the Pharisees as hypocrites.  And they tithed.

I still struggle.  Last year was especially tough.  The 15% cut in salary to help us become a tithing parish, with my own 10% tithe on top of that.  I still struggle.  If God loves a cheerful giver, God will just have to wait.
But I know what the future of the race holds, if I persevere.  Because I do know the joy, the absolute, uncompromised pleasure of giving.  When I give to our kids.  Maybe it was all those years when I worried about saving for their college expenses, when I tended to say “no” to spending money on anything.
It is different now.  I delight in small gifts for the kids.  A set of badly needed tires.  Money to fix a bike.  A used car for one, matched by cash for the others.  Gas money for the trip home.  Good quality beer for a weekend visit.  Food for them all.  Lots of food.

I can’t tell you the pleasure that I get from these sorts of gifts.  But it’s quite simple to explain.  I love our kids more than life itself, and so does Paulette.  Giving, for love, isn’t painful.  It’s a joy, a delight.
I suspect it will be the same when my love for God comes to match my love for our children.  You might think it is heresy for a priest to say this.  Didn’t Jesus say, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me . . .”
  Yes, he did.  But I will not lie to you about this, and if it means I am unworthy of Jesus, well, that doesn’t come as a big surprise.  But I do live by faith that my love for God will increase as I run this race.  And then, giving our money away will be as sweet as it is to give to our children.
My father is getting closer to the end of his race, and he is doing well.  In his estate planning, he has modeled good stewardship.  Contributing to various Christian ministries about a third of his estate.  And doing it now, instead of waiting.  But I also know the pleasure I have had in seeing him do this.  I have always held that it is his money, and if he wanted to give it all away that would be just fine.  After all, it is his money, not mine.

This is the end of the race that I strive for.  This is knowing that all we have comes from God.  That it is God’s money, not mine.  This is knowing that there is hope, that the love of God can be as strong as the love I have for Paulette and for my children.  Including my “adopted one” from Australia.
You are running your own race.  You need to sort out for yourselves how to deal with your own “giving” issues.  Not just your stewardship of money, but also of time.  Our stewardship comes down to what we are willing to do in fulfilling our mission here at St. Paul’s.  Seeking, serving, sharing Christ.  It requires our time, it requires our spiritual gifts, and it requires our money.
This year, at St. Paul’s, we face an unusual situation.  For the prior two years we have been subsidized by the Diocese in the amount of $30,000 per year.  Next year we stand on our own, as we should.  But to compensate, with no increase in salaries or expenses, our average pledge will need to increase from about $2350 to about $2750.  An increase of 17%.
Some will simply not be able to contribute this much, but for most of us it is not a matter of giving out of our poverty.  Like the widow’s mite.  For most of us it is a trade-off.  We live in a world where we are bombarded with requests for our money.  Both in the marketplace and from well-meaning charities.  So our kneejerk response is to toughen our defenses, to draw the line and say, “Thus far, and no further.”
But think how ridiculous it is to act this way toward God.  We may think that our financial well being is a result of our own hard work and careful saving.  If so, we deceive ourselves.  Our financial health is mostly a result of being born in this country, of intelligence rooted in our genetic makeup, and of opportunities and expectations and a work ethic received from our parents.
No, don’t confuse fending off charities, or the church, with your offering to God.  If you give some, or all of it to St. Paul’s, fine.  If you give it elsewhere, that’s fine too.  But if you think God will not hold you accountable for your offering, you didn’t hear that from me.
Let us remember God’s message to the church in Laodicea:  “Listen!  I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.  To the one who conquers I will give a place with me on my throne.”

May God give us grace that we may persevere, that we may conquer, that we may run the good race, and that we may fully learn the joy of giving.  And let us open the door for him, as he beckons us to his table.
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