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Pentecost 16

My grandmother, whose name was Florence, but whom I always called Mama, loved not wisely but too well.  Loved me too well, that is, doted on me, her only grandchild.  My happiness and welfare were always her top priority.

So in 1957 when I turned 14 and began lobbying for a little red Cushman motor scooter, she was horrified, and, given my track record, not without good reason. She also had an irrational fear of wheelchairs, and told me repeatedly that she just knew a scooter would put me in one - at the very least.

And so, one afternoon as we shared a Coke on her front porch, she made me an offer I could not refuse.

“If you will wait just one year,” she proposed, “just until you are 15 and get your learner’s permit, and I will buy you a new car.  You can pick it out.”

So, not being a total fool, I waited that year, did my automotive research, and gave up my dream of a 40 MPH scooter, in return for a One Hundred Forty MPH 1958 Plymouth Fury.

That car was the most beautiful object I had ever seen.  

It was love at first sight – adoration – veneration.  

It was even more than I had hoped for, with its tailfins, dual exhausts, twin mirrors, twin antennas, fancy hubcaps, positraction and pushbutton transmission.  A teenager’s dream of a car.

Now in those days, if you had a permit, you could drive with any adult in the car, even if they had no license, which was my grandmother’s case.  

And so, I became Mama’s willing chauffeur – the Demopolis version of “Driving Miss Florence.”

Ready and willing to go, anywhere, any time.

That is, for a year, until I turned 16 and could legally drive alone.  

Then I was not quite so willing, not quite so accommodating.  

I was often too busy or had other plans.

The situation became pretty bad, to the point that my mother, Mama’s daughter, noticed my behavior and, with the voice of a prophet, spoke; 

calling me back into relationship with my long-suffering, generous, gracious grandmother.  

Mother did not say “Repent!” exactly, but her meaning could not have been clearer and, in my heart of hearts, I knew she was right.  

And for once, I heard and I obeyed.

I changed my behavior, not because I feared punishment or reprisal.  It would never have occurred to Mama to reclaim her gift.

And not because I feared I would lose her love, or that she would love me less.  

Nothing I could have done would have changed either the quality or quantity of her love.  

Her love and concern for me were total, and, so far as humanly possible, unconditional and selfless.

Although at the time I could not have explained my behavior or expressed my feelings, I believe I repented, turned around and honored our unspoken agreement, our covenant, in order to stay in – or more accurately, return to - the loving, life-giving relationship with the one who, out of her love and concern for me, had given me this great and glorious gift in the first place. 

To put it in “church terms,” that beautiful, exciting car, the achieved object of my desire, had become an idol for me, and I worshiped it faithfully.  

I had fallen in love with the gift and was turning away from the giver.  

I was no longer dependent on the giver in order to enjoy the gift- the gift/idol that gave me such pleasure, which, at least partially and momentarily, filled an emptiness in my life, a void in my soul.  

That is what idols always promise in the beginning, but they always disappoint in the end.  

But if we are very lucky, we soon discover that the emptiness we feel at any age is really a longing for relationships, with God and with others.  A desire for relationships of love that do not disappoint, relationships that truly fill the void in our hearts, the emptiness in our souls.

So what does all this have to do with stewardship – with Christian Stewardship?  Let’s see.  

When properly understood and practiced, Christian Stewardship is best tool there is to help us grow in grace and discipleship.  

It is another gift of love from the One who created us and knows us through and through, knows what we want, knows what we truly need.  The One whose primary concern is the welfare of our lives and of our souls.  

God knows that we need to be called back into relationship with him again and again and again – that we need help to stay in that loving, life-giving relationship for our soul’s sake – that we must be freed from the beautiful, subtle, seductive idols of this world which will eventually enslave and disappoint us.  The idolatry that makes us “subject to evil and death.”

That is exactly what we hear Jesus teaching his disciples in our Gospel reading today.  

He is talking about what he calls the Kingdom of God, and those grace filled relationships with his Father and each other that define and constitute it. 

Jesus is speaking of seeing with Kingdom eyes, thinking with Kingdom minds, loving with Kingdom hearts.  With his eyes, his mind, his heart.

First we hear Peter confess Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah – Peter inspired by the Holy Spirit; his eyes opened, his heart filled with Kingdom love.  

And then, bless Peter’s fickle human heart, he turns right around and goes back to his old sinful human way of seeing and thinking to the point that Jesus calls him “Satan.”  

Jesus understands that he, Jesus, has become a worldly idol for Peter.  

So what is the corrective – for Peter and for us?  

Is there any hope?

Listen again to our Lord’s words:

“You are setting your mind on human things, Peter, not on divine – Kingdom – things.

If any one wants a relationship with me, wants to follow me into the Kingdom of my Father, they must put their own wants and needs aside and take up their cross – their ministry – must become my disciple and do as I do.  It’s as simple and as difficult as that.  But I promise you, it is worth it.” 

And then Jesus goes on to explain why that is true – as he preaches the shortest, most direct, most powerful stewardship sermon ever:

Jesus says, “Those who want to save their lives – those who live to and for themselves – those people will lose their true lives, 

but anyone who gives up their ego-centered lives for my sake and for the sake of the Good News, will find and have real life.  After all, what good will it do you if you gain the whole world and lose your soul – lose your life?  

When that happens, not even the whole world is enough to buy back that life.”

So, do we want to save our flawed, imperfect life in this world at the cost of our soul?

Don’t we instead want a new, Kingdom life of love and grace?

Why else are we all here today?  Why else be a Christian?

That is the point of the Christian life, you know, to be transformed, to be made anew, to grow more and more Christlike.  To be his disciple.  To fully experience his love and grace.  

To enjoy a life-giving relationship with God – a life more joyful and filled with love.  

To move deeper into the Kingdom.

Isn’t that what all of us want?

Certainly that is what Jesus wants for us, what he came to give us, if and when we can put aside the transitory things of this world, trust him and enter the Kingdom life.

Listen again to the Collect with which we began this service:

“Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to love things heavenly; and even NOW, while we are placed among things that are passing away, to hold fast to those that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

What do we gain if we possess the idols of this world and lose our life in the Kingdom?  

What does it profit us if we miss the true life – the life that cannot be bought at any price we can pay, but a price that Christ has already paid for us, paid on the cross because of his great love and concern for each and every one of us?  

The Kingdom life that is his great and priceless gift?  

What about it?  

Are we enjoying the gift and neglecting our relationship with the giver?  

Will we turn again to Christ, trust his promises, take up our crosses - our ministries, our self-denial - and follow Jesus into the joy and blessings of his Father’s Kingdom?

That is Jesus’ eternal invitation.  To follow and to enter.  

That choice is our choice -ours and ours alone - today and every day.

My witness to you is that God’s promises can be trusted.

It is all true.  Absolutely.

I have found that when, in response to Christ’s gift and invitation, I try as best I can to follow him, then my life is blessed and transformed.  

I have also learned that when, like Peter, I backslide for a time, when I chase after worldly goods and goals, my emptiness is never filled, my hunger never satisfied.  

Life is to be fully lived.  This beautiful world is to be fully enjoyed, but I am convinced that this is possible only when we trust, follow and obey our Lord, enjoying the gift while in relationship with the giver.

Learning once and for all that in this wonderful life the most precious gift is our relationship with God the Father through his Son.   Nothing else comes even close.

And once again, helping us live that life is the primary purpose of Christian Stewardship  

- another gift of grace from the giver of all good gifts. 

Today is Stewardship Sunday.  

A day for us to consider Jesus’ invitation and promise once again.  

So we ask you to think on all these things, 

to pray fervently for the Holy Spirit to guide you and enable you to see with Kingdom eyes, think with a Kingdom mind, feel with a Kingdom heart.

Please take home the little guide that is in your bulletin.  

Spend a few quiet minutes today considering your relationship with God.  

Take a look at your life and its values and behaviors.  

Do the simple exercises.  

Pray the prayers. 

Contact your clergy if we can be helpful.

(Later attend one of the lovely parish social evenings to which you are invited.)  

If you are blessed with children, pick up the young persons’ stewardship page on your way out and make this a family time. 

Christian Stewardship is a true family value.  

You can give your children no greater gift.  

(You will receive your stewardship packet in tomorrow’s mail.   

Please read your Rector’s good letter. 

The packet also contains another copy of the Stewardship Guide that is in your bulletin, and your pledge card.)

When you have prayerfully made your stewardship decision, complete both sides of the card.  

I have a friend who says that you should fill out your pledge card in front of a mirror.  Then if you see that you are not smiling, you have written in the wrong amount – chosen the wrong ministries.

And also remember: God asks you to return a portion of only those gifts that come from him.  PLEDGE ONLY THOSE, PLEASE.

Then bring the completed card to a service, so it can be offered and blessed at the altar, or mail it to the office. 

And in all of this know that God is with you, calling you to a restored, deepened, living relationship.  

Calling you to respond because of his great love and concern for you.  

This is no trick.  God can be trusted.  

Know finally that I have limited interest in the budget of this parish, though I understand how much good is done through it, and so Carolyn and I make our gift to it.  

But - I have unending interest in helping us all grow into Disciples of Christ, because of my love and concern for each and every one of you as my sisters and brothers in Christ.

It is all about love after all.  The kind of love and concern that my grandmother had for me.

When I repented and turned back to her, our relationship continued to grow and flourish, as once again I drove her around Demopolis, and out to the country, and even the 50 miles to Selma for her to buy her special brand of hairnets.  

And still I had time to use the car for an occasional date, when I got lucky, but more often to just cruise around with my “hoodlum friends,” as my father called my buddies, smoking Lucky Strikes and listening to Rock and Roll.

One day the next spring I drove Mama to the hospital for treatment of what had been diagnosed as pneumonia. 

She was wearing her favorite dress.  Her light makeup was perfect as always, and not a hair was out of place.

“No wheelchair,” she reminded me as I parked by the entrance, and so I carried her in my arms and laid her gently on the bed, the bed where that very night she would quietly and peacefully breath her last.

“We’ve sure had fun in our car, haven’t we?” she said as I kissed her goodbye, anxious to get back out into the spring sunshine.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.  “We sure have.  Thanks.”

Mama smiled up at me.  “It’s been my pleasure,” she said.
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