Sermon: November 11, 2012

GIVING WITH GOOD INTENTIONS
Psalm 72:1-17
1Give the king your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king’s son. 

2May he judge your people with righteousness, and your poor with justice. 

3May the mountains yield prosperity for the people, and the hills, in righteousness. 

4May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the needy, and crush the oppressor. 

5May he live while the sun endures, and as long as the moon, throughout all generations. 

6May he be like rain that falls on the mown grass, like showers that water the earth. 

7In his days may righteousness flourish and peace abound, until the moon is no more. 

8May he have dominion from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth. 

9May his foes bow down before him, and his enemies lick the dust. 

10May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts. 

11May all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service. 

12For he delivers the needy when they call, the poor and those who have no helper. 

13He has pity on the weak and the needy, and saves the lives of the needy. 

14From oppression and violence he redeems their life; and precious is their blood in his sight. 

15Long may he live! May gold of Sheba be given to him. May prayer be made for him continually, and blessings invoked for him all day long. 

16May there be abundance of grain in the land; may it wave on the tops of the mountains; may its fruit be like Lebanon; and may people blossom in the cities like the grass of the field. 

17May his name endure forever, his fame continue as long as the sun. May all nations be blessed in him; may they pronounce him happy. 

Children’s message: The Prince of Peace Is Coming

Galatians 5:13-26

13For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. 14For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 15If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. 16Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. 19Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 20idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, 21envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 22By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. 24And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 
Mark 12:38-44
38As he taught, he said, “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, 39and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets! 40They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.” 

41He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. 42A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. 43Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. 44For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” 

The widow’s might – this woman gives everything she has reminds me of something I read in the Gettysburg Address: “They gave the last full measure.” Those soldiers who offered up their lives for a greater cause. This woman, who is so very poor, is like those soldiers. She put “her last measure in the treasury.
This scripture passage is about more than the faith of a poor widow: This passage is a strong indictment against those who hide behind their piety. Paul Scherer writes, “Ostentation, greed and hypocrisy are the forms which evil commonly takes when it attempts to hide itself under the cloak of piety.”  Let’s look at how this can happen, how we may be showy, greedy, and two-faced while hiding behind “cloaks of piety.” 

In today’s reading, the scribes are wearing these long robes not as a gesture of respect for God but in order to make themselves stand out among others. In my youth, as I was searching for summer jobs, I answered a few ads looking for sales reps, ads that promised “unlimited income” with such tag lines as “the sky is the limit!” ads where all the ‘s’s were changed to dollar signs ($). Have you seen such ads? What can I say? I was somewhat naive. But worse, I was enticed by the lure of wealth. So I answered such an ad, and (you would never have guessed) I was immediately hired! I was told to show up for “training” the next day, and I’ll never forget what I saw: I don’t remember what the company sold, but I remember the trainer, clad in a Georgio Armani suit, Italian leather shoes, a Rolex watch...I wouldn’t have known all this, except for the fact that he announced what brands he was wearing...and this trainer promised us that we could look like him if we followed his system. We could look “distinguished.” Well something in my head or in my stomach told me that this was not a career for me; I would go on to join the army, and reflecting upon my military experience, I can’t help but see the contrast between the trainer for the job I had declined and the trainers I had served under in the military.  There is very little to “distinguish” one soldier from the next; we all wear the same uniform, carry the same equipment, eat the same food, slept in the same tent. The only “distinction” is a small emblem on the hat and collar of the uniform which signifies rank. And even though rank was important, any smart soldier learned to respect a fellow soldier not simply because of rank. Experience made a big difference. A smart lieutenant highly respected a master sergeant even though he technically outranked him, because the lieutenant understood that the master sergeant had earned his stripes not in a classroom but on a battlefield.
You know, being a pastor does not make me more “holy” than any of you: it only means that I’ve been to school and have been edjumicated in theology: I am humbled by the fact that I am a relative newcomer to the faith while many of you have been selflessly serving the church for years and years and years. I look at your lives and your commitment to God as a source of inspiration to me. Some of you have been “in the trenches” of service to God, far longer than me. Some of you carry crosses far heavier than the one I carry. 

So if I wear a long robe like the scribes, I will only do it at someone else’s request, when someone else would like me to in some way be distinguished. Not like the scribes discussed in today’s gospel lesson, who wish to be recognized as someone to be honored. We see pride hidden in piety. We also see greed hidden in their piety. Mark says that certain scribes are “devourers of widows.” By demanding offerings even among the poorest of the poor, the scribes are not only breaking God’s own Law (You shall not abuse any widow or orphan - Ex. 22:22) They are abusing their privilege at the expense of the most needy. I’m overjoyed that Bethel decided (quite enthusiastically) to transform our Cranberry Festival into a Cranberry charity. We are a wealthy church, not because we have a lot of money in the bank but  because we have people who give sacrificially, because they are rich in Spirit and show as much faith as the poor widow who literally gives away her next meal – all that she has - trusting that God will provide her some daily bread. In the military as in civilian life, one is always willing to give more, to sacrifice more, for those who inspire us through their own sacrifice; As Christians we follow a Lord who gave us nothing less than his entire life, and the more clearly we see that, the more directly we experience that, the more willingly we will sacrifice our wealth, our time, our skills and our service to Christ and to one another. 

Finally, we see hypocrisy hidden under a cloak of piety. I’m reminded of a particular political ad – a candidate is being filmed washing pots in a soup kitchen, pots that jouralists discovered were already clean. And this candidate is wasting the time of generous hearts that are committed to serving the poor in order for him to present an IMAGE of himself as one who is caring for the poor. One of the greatest distractions we have faced as a church in trying to coordinate relief to the victims of Hurricane  Sandy have been the people who have wanted to bring supplies to those in need, but they want to make it personal – they want to meet someone from our church, or someone to recognize them personally in their giving. TRUE CHARITY HAS NO STRINGS ATTACHED – It comes without the need for recognition. TRUE VALOR AMONG SOLDIERS comes naturally in the selfless endeavor to save the lives of ones buddies.

And TRUE HOLINESS is not characterized by self-promotion. 
Today we have our Charge Conference, and we will discuss the past year and the next year. 

As we discuss the past year, particularly the past two weeks, I think we will realize that Bethel Church has been called by God to make great sacrifice –Our biggest festival was sacrificed on the altar of God and gave its life to the community instead – we did not make any profit from the Cranberry Festival this year as we instead gave away our food to the poor folks who were in such need of a hot meal. Whereas in previous years we could rejoice over the income it brought to our church, this year  there will be no income. YET THERE IS SO MUCH REASON TO REJOICE AS WE COME TO RECOGNIZE IN SUCH A PROFOUND WAY THAT THE GIFT IS ALWAYS, ALWAYS IN THE GIVING. I suspect that these past few weeks have given us a taste of what the coming year holds for us as well, a time of sacrifice as we continue to work to rebuild our community, not just Tottenville, but Cedar Grove and Oakwood Beach and New Dorp Beach and Midland Beach. But again, on Veterans Day we are reminded that our life is a war. It’s a personal war as we fight the temptations of ostentation, greed, and hypocrisy. And it’s a spiritual war for this world as we, the church, work to build God’s kingdom of sacrificial love for one another. 
It’s a war we know that we have won – that’s clear because of Easter, because of the promise of the resurrection, but it’s a war nonetheless, and we need to be fighting with the right army.
May God grant us the courage as a church to give ourselves to the community and to the world in  a faithful, selfless, and sincere manner. Let us pray

Dear Lord, we confess that we have not always been charitable with the abundant resources you have given us – financial resources as well as our time and energy and abilities. And we thank you, that in recent days, you have reminded us not only that we have such abundant resources but that you are indeed our master, that you motivate us, you guide us, and you bless us. Give us strength and courage in the coming days, the coming years, to faithfully follow our Lord Jesus in sacrificial love and giving. Guard our hearts and minds from every seeking our own glory. Remind us that our victory comes through our life in you, and you in us. We pray this in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
Sermon critique:

Too packed and a bit discombobulated. I brought in analogies to military service (appropriately, since it’s Veteran’s Day), but I also talked about sales jobs and the Cranberry Festival. I could have spent more time organizing my thoughts and presenting them in a clearer manner. Perhaps I could have spent one sermon on ostentatious giving, one on greed, and one on hypocritical behavior...or merged ostentatious giving with hypocritical behavior – they are quite similar. Also, I didn’t tie in the Psalm or the Epistle reading into the lesson. 
