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Saying Yes and Thank You
Sermon on Stewardship by Rev. Judy R. Fletcher

Texts:  Deuteronomy 14: 22, 28-29. John 3: 16, 2 Corinthians 9: 6-8

I would like to suggest to you that three of the most important words you might utter are “yes” and “thank you.”

My mother spent her last years at Grace Presbyterian Village in Dallas, Texas.  In February before she died in May, she had a severe stroke that left her primarily without speech except for “yes” and “thank you.”  My sister and I only hope that our last days might be a witness to such grace.

You and I are invited to say yes and thank you.  We are to say yes 1) to what is and will be in the life of faith; yes to discipleship.  We are to say thank you 2) for what has been and is; thank you for our blessings.  And, as we say yes and thank you, 3) we are transformed and are a part of transformation in the world.

1. In saying yes to discipleship, we take our cue from God in John 3:16.  God so loved the world that God gave.  Here is the very rhythm for living our faith – loving and giving and giving and loving.  This is the rhythm for us as we live our lives as disciples of Christ.

This may be a good time to remind ourselves about the difference between discipleship and church membership.  Do you remember this from our Book of Order.  To remain on the active rolls as a church member, what is required is to worship there at least once a year and/or give financially once a year.  Could be as little as a dollar.  Have you ever thought about what you get for this?  I want to suggest there is a bargain in the making here.
I have drawn up a partial list of what we get as church members:

We will offer you premarital counseling and then conduct your wedding and even offer the parlor for a reception.

We will baptize you and your family.

We will feed you at this Table and we will feed you in your home in times of bereavement or need.

We will counsel you.

We will comfort you.

We will teach you and educate you.

We will celebrate life’s transitions with you.

We will entertain you with Koinonia/fellowship.

We will befriend you.

We will pray with and for you.

We will give you opportunities for service and outreach.

We will transform your ministry gifts into compassionate acts for others.

And, at the end we will conduct your funeral, comfort your family and turn around and offer all this to your children and your children’s children.

Folks, I challenge you to find a better bargain in this or any other town!

But, my friends, if you are interested in saying yes to Christian discipleship, if you want to grow in the Christian faith, that will cost you.  Make no mistake.

In discipleship you must put God and others first and your self last.  In discipleship you don’t get to choose to serve when it is convenient.  In discipleship you might even get called into responding to controversial issues like migration and immigration, or unjust torture of prisoners of war, or fair wages for all God’s people.  In discipleship we get snarled by God’s love and that pulls us into all kinds of loving and giving and giving and loving that we never imagined.

There is the story of the nun tending the wounds of a leper.  A passerby stopped and commented, “I would not do that for a million dollars.”  To which the num responded, “Neither would I.”

We are to say yes to discipleship.

2. And we are to say thank you, thank you for our blessings.  In his letter to the Church at Corinth, Paul notes that God loves a cheerful giver.  We are not to give reluctantly.  No arm twisting or guilt work is allowed here.  We can give cheerfully as we remember that we are blessed.

In that retirement home I mentioned, my husband David and I visited regularly on Sunday afternoons.  On one visit I greeted one of mother’s wonderful caregivers.  I asked Ann how she was doing.  Her response was, “I am blessed.”  I said I liked that response.  She said, “You want me to tell you a story?”  I said yes, of course; I always love stories.

Ann said that one morning she was laying in bed on a cold and rainy morning, and it was time to get up, get dressed and go to work.  She said she just lay there feeling sorry for herself living alone.  She thought, “I don’t want to get up.  I don’t want to go to work.”  She lay there in self pity.  And then she said, it came to her all of a sudden (that’s what we call revelation).  She cried out, “Oh Lord, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.”  She had remembered that she worked each day with persons who would long to be able to get themselves out of bed and dress themselves.  She said she made a covenant with God that day to remember that she is blessed.  She agreed that each time someone asked her how she was, she would respond with “I am blessed.”  Friends, each of us is blessed.

Years ago David and I were at a national peacemaking conference in Estes Park, Colorado – one of the better parts of God’s creation.  On the opening night about 200 of us Presbyterians were in a large circle doing Big Mountain Circle dancing led by Glen Bannerman, one of our denomination’s finest recreation leaders.  Glen had us circling to the left and would holler out, “Come into the circle with a whoop and a shout; turn around and come back out.”  Then he started calling out categories.  Come into the circle if you are a grandmother.  “Come on in whoop and a shout then turn around and come back out.”  And if you came over 200 miles and so on.  Then Glen said, “If you’re rich…”  Most of us stopped, but about 6 persons went into the circle, 6 of 200, and my husband was one of them!
Friends, here we were in Estes Park, Colorado enjoying a wonderful conference.  No one worried about where they would find food that day; no one worried where they might find lodging that evening.  No one there could not name numerous persons who loved them.  I have never felt so indicted in my life.  By any world standards we are rich.

We are all blessed and we are rich; what remains is to say thank you.  Meister Eckhart has a quote I have used for years:  “If the only prayer you ever prayed were thank you, that would be sufficient.”  

I think John Calvin might agree.  For years authors have tried to state what is at the heart of Calvin’s theology.  Author Brian Garrish thinks he has found it in the title of his new book, Grace and Gratitude:  The Eucharistic Theology of John Calvin.  Calvin always referred to Communion, the Lord’s Supper, as the Eucharist – the Thanksgiving.  Garrish believes that “the goodness of God in Christ and the thankful heart of the believer are the place where Calvin begins and ends.”  (Quote from book review.)  The thankful heart of the believer drives us to find ways of saying thank you to God.
And, we do not have to wonder how to say thank you to God.  We do not have to wonder what God wants.  Our Deuteronomy passage reminds us of what God wants.  God wants a tithe.  Remember the recipients of the tithe?  Preachers like this.  The tithe goes to 1) the Levites.  That’s the preachers.  2) To the resident aliens.  Folks, that’s the migrant workers and the immigrants.  3) To widows and orphans.  That’s the disenfranchised in the world, the have nots.

Now I have to address a ‘teachable moment’ here about the tithe.  Most of us have to work our way up to get there.  But we have to have a game plan.  I think most of us do not know where we are right now.  Are we at 2%, 4%, 6%?  We are to do the math and find out where we are, pray about how we might step up 1% a year until we get to the tithe.

Paul tells us in that Corinthian passage that we are not to give sparingly, not out of a theology of scarcity but rather out of a theology of abundance, out of an awareness that there is enough to go around.  (For some of us the problem is knowing when enough is enough.)  We are to remember that it is our privilege as disciples of Christ to help provide food and shelter, justice and peace to the have nots of the world.

In your continued journey, you are to say thank you to God.

3. Finally friends, I want us to know that in saying yes and thank you, we get transformed; we grow spiritually.  And, as we give our time, talent, and tithe, we help transform the world.  I’ve seen what your giving does, how transformative it is.

I’ve seen babies in a Presbyterian hospital in plastic dishpans in the neonatal care room.  I’ve met the Presbyterian medical missionaries who tend them.  I‘ve seen boxes of supplies with return addresses of Presbyterian Churches in the United States.  Your dollars are making those ministries happen.

I’ve seen what your dollars are doing in South Louisiana and Texas through your gifts to the Presbyterian Disaster Program.  In mucking out houses and putting up sheet rock, we are not just giving them back their homes; we are giving them back their lives.  These people are grateful for the financial support and the hundreds of workers who are providing restoration and transformation.

And then there are your deeds of kindness.  Think about our taking food to people at times of bereavement.  Did you ever wonder why we do that?  I mean folks would not go hungry if we did not take in food.  Someone would send out for Kentucky Fried.  No, we take food in because, as Will Campbell wrote in Brother to a Dragon Fly, “Sometimes the only way some people know how to say ‘I love you,’ is with a bowl of potato salad.”  The talent of cooking is transformed into the ministry of caring and an ‘I love you’ gets spoken and received.  This is another example of loving and giving.

My prayer is God will pull you more and more into that rhythm of loving and giving and giving and loving.  My prayer also is that more and more each of us will realize how much we are blessed.

And now, we are to go from this place and ask, “How can and will I continue to say yes and thank you to God.”  May God lead us to faithful responding.

Ascription:  If you have heard the word of God proclaimed this day, give the honor and glory to that one true God.

