Proper 14, Year C, August 8, 2010, Trinity Episcopal Cathedral

(Knock 3 times on the pulpit and pause)

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

What happens in our lives can, if we allow it, inform what we think and feel about many things.  My recent mission trip to Honduras with the Diocesan Mission Team is an example of that.  Each member of the team is at least a slightly different person today.  Each of us has new perspectives on ministry, on relationships with others, and our relationship with God … all thanks to 7 days in Honduras.

One example of such a change is how I now look at today’s Gospel.  Today’s Gospel is one we have all heard.  The phrases “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” and “You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour" are at least familiar to most Christians.  The themes of giving of oneself to the poor, and being prepared for Christ’s second coming are common to all of Christianity, from the most Conservative to the most Progressive.

But I must admit to you that I have never been really comfortable with how this Gospel has been interpreted and preached in the world I live in. I believe, in too many cases, the beautiful word of God has been twisted to send a message that is more of man than of God.

· Take the first part of the Gospel … where some preach that if you sell your possessions and give them to God, you will reap huge rewards here on earth, or you will make God happier the more you give, or even worse, if you don’t give, your soul will burn in hell.  We hear this preached by too man so-called Christians.

· Or the second part of the Gospel in which Jesus tells us that “You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour."  How many times have you heard this text used to justify the concept of the so-called Rapture, a concept that was only introduced to Christianity in the 1800s?  How many times have you heard it used to teach the heresy that we have to “earn” our way into heaven?  And, even more dangerous in my opinion, how many times have you heard it used to try to get Christians to focus on Jesus’ second coming, rather than living out the 2 great commandments to love God and to love our neighbors as ourselves, each and every day of our lives?

Neither of these contemporary approaches to today’s Gospel have ever sat well with me.  None of them sit well with my understanding of the totality of Scripture, or my understanding of our Anglican tradition.

So, what can I offer you here today as an alternative understanding of today’s Scripture?  Let me share a story with you.

While we were in Honduras, we experienced many, many things.  All I can do to summarize that trip was to say that it was the most meaningful mission experience I have ever had.  We did many things, even did some work, but the most important part of the trip was establishing loving relationships with kids who were the poorest of the poor in Honduras.  We didn’t do this by preaching to them, or teaching them, or even by the physical labor we did, but rather by entering into their lives as individual men and women who immediately fell in love with them.

One day, after working at the El Hogar technical school, and totally embarrassing ourselves trying to play basketball with teenagers, we came back to our quarters physically and emotionally exhausted.  We were hot, sweaty, and I hate to admit a bit grumpy.  The day was wonderful, but our old and not so old bodies had been taxed more than usual.  We sat around, changed into shorts (in Honduras everyone wears either long pants or dresses), took off our shoes and rested.  Then something happened.  We heard knocking on our door.  We looked at one another, rolled our eyes, praying that nothing was going to interrupt our brief respite and time of recovery.  Guilt hit all of us.  One of us got up and answered the door.  There was a 7 year old boy named Pedro, waiting for the door to be answered.  In imperfect English he said, “Can you all come out to play?”  Without sharing a word we all reached the same conclusion.  It really wasn’t little Pedro knocking at our door, it was God.  We all got up, changed, and went out to play with the kids, one of the most wonderful playtimes we had with them.

How does today’s Gospel inform me about what happened that day?

· What if the first part of today’s Gospel really doesn’t tell us that God expects us to give up all we have.  What if it means that we must prioritize the use of what God has given us, putting God first?  What if it means that all of life is an abundant gift from a generous God, a gift that can be given away with abandon. We were in Honduras based on the generosity and blessings of Bishop Benfield who prayed that our Diocese was being called by God into a relationship with the Diocese of Honduras.  When Pedro knocked on the door, it was a reminder from God, a call from God, not to give up all we had, but rather to give up the most precious thing we had at the time, our limited time and our human desire to rest.  It wasn’t much to give up, I admit.  But if we hadn’t heard that knock, we would have missed a glorious opportunity for worship and love.

· What if the second part of the Gospel really means that God calls each of us to be actively looking for opportunities to experience him in the world we live in?  What if, rather than working towards being successful in preparing for Jesus’ second coming and “earning” our salvation, God is calling us to see and respond to the face of Jesus in the world that God created for us?   When we are on a mission trip, or serving others in outreach ministries such as Stewpot or Feed the Hungry, we often have a heightened awareness of the presence of God in all his people.  But the Second Great Commandment calls us to more than that … it calls us to see the face of Jesus in one another, all of God’s children, each and every day, not just during special times.

I firmly believe that God is calling us to look for, and not  merely encounter and respond, opportunities to see and serve him.  I believe this to be the call that God issues to all of us.  It is the call we respond to every time we profess our faith in the Baptismal Covenant.  

But I must admit I know it is not easy, nor even natural, to focus our experience of life in this manner.  I think we all will admit that we have heard God’s knock at the door many times in our lives, and often we ignored them.  They weren’t convenient.  They would impact on our resources.  They were surely knocks meant for others. Let me share another story.

As many of you know, I served as a lay person and then Deacon for many years in Leavenworth, Kansas.  I was known as the outreach guy by most of the congregation.  My focus had totally been on local and regional outreach.  For at least 8 consecutive years, I was asked to participate in a medical mission to Haiti led by two of our parishioners.  For 8 consecutive years, I declined to participate.  For 8 consecutive years, I felt guilt about the excuses I shared for not going with them.  Then, when asked for the ninth time, I found I had no more excuses. I had to accept that God, not the two Haiti mission leaders, had been knocking at my door for years.  Wise as he is, persistent as he is, God waited for me to hear the knock and know it was him asking me to give of myself in a new way, one that was not totally comfortable for me in many ways. Once I realized it was God calling me to follow him, no excuse was sufficient.  I went to Haiti.  The experience transformed me as a man and as a deacon.  I could not possibly offer my ministry to you here in Little Rock were it not for that 10 days in Haiti.  That’s what happens when you hear God’s knock, and respond obediently and lovingly.

God is continuously offering us his gift of love and grace.  But if we are to see these gifts, never mind experience them:

· We must put God at the top of our “to-do” list.  We must give God the priority our Creator deserves in terms of our time, our talents, and our gifts.

· We must recognize that the opportunties he offers us, and the grace he gives us, often appear in the guise of unexpected people or events.  Sometimes his knocks on our door are not obvious, not expected, and extremely surprising.

· And, we must look for the small still voice of God talking to us. We must take the chance of risking some of ourselves, not necessarily all of ourselves, to explore new opportunities to love and serve our gracious and loving God.

So, my brothers and sisters, I pray that you learn how to better respond to God’s gracious knocks at the doors.  When you feel a pang when you experience an opportunity give of yourself to the “least of these my brethren,” how will you respond? When you become faintly interested in experiencing a mission trip to Honduras or someplace else where you can contribute to a betterment of lives, how will you respond?  When you encounter a dirty, smelly, homeless man on the street, how will respond?

So my friends, (Knock on pulpit 3 times), “Who is there?”

Amen.
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