The Most Positive Approach to Stewardship Possible
aka

The Holiday Fair Sermon: Honoring Our Commitments

aka

You Can’t Always Get What You Want

Deuteronomy 34:1-12

Mark 14:3-9


So, last week Beth preached the first of this two-part stewardship sermon, in which she took a look at some stories in the Bible where people seemed to handle the question of stewardship and of giving freely toward the church or toward doing God’s work in the world poorly, with negative consequence (although with positive messages for us to take from their stories of woe!).  It is my job, this week, to present some of the more positive approaches to stewardship or the positive impact it can have on us.  Honestly, I’m not sure there isn’t much I could say that wouldn’t seem far more positive and appealing than dung on one’s face!  So, perhaps I have the easier of the two tasks, thanks to Beth choosing stories where almost anything would have been better than the ways they ended…with death and animal waste and being put out of God’s presence.  But, then again, maybe not.  Because in some ways, when it comes to talking about stewardship, it’s just not an easy task.  It’s not always an easy thing to preach about, nor is it an easy thing to listen about.  Because talking about giving to God, to the church, can be hard for all of us, especially when the economy is poor, money is tight, we’re struggling to do the best we can, to make things work, to give what we can, not only to the church but to so many places and spaces in our lives.  But we have to do it.  Because talking about giving to God, to the church, talking about stewardship can be incredibly positive…it can be life-giving.  Because when we’re talking about stewardship, we’re really talking about giving of and through our whole lives, giving to help make this church – and our world – become better, stronger, and more whole…more like the places God would envision them to be.  


Now, talking about stewardship is not only talking about something that truly is, ultimately, incredibly positive, incredibly powerful and life-giving…it’s also talking about ways we honor our commitments.  With this year’s Holiday Fair fast-approaching, I was recently reminded of one such commitment of mine, on behalf of the church.  Often, as many of you may know, the ministerial team donates a sermon to the Silent Auction at the Fair.  The person who makes the winning bid on this item then gets to choose a topic and one of us to preach on said topic (within reason – I just want to say, if you’re getting big ideas, it needs to be within reason!).  Well, at last year’s Holiday Fair, it turned out that my dad (bidding under an assumed name!) was the one who made the winning bid, and he requested that I preach a sermon.  You’d think, having had me around growing up, my parents would be spending money to keep me from talking, and not the other way around!  Anyway, if you’re keeping track of the sermons and the weeks, then you might realize that, thus far, there has been no Holiday Fair sermon preached this year, and that next Saturday the Holiday Fair (by the way, speaking of stewardship and commitments, I am very confident that our Fair Coordinator Pam Constantine will happily accept the donations of your time so you can commit to some shifts helping at the Fair!)…so the Holiday Fair sermon really needed to be preached, if I was going to honor that commitment I made on behalf of the ministerial team this year.  


Which brings me to the third title of this sermon.  “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.”  That’s actually the title/topic my dad had requested way back when he first ended up the owner of this particular sermon.  Many of you might recognize that line as a line from the Rolling Stones song by the same title.  My sister Emily and I have known that song – at least its chorus – even before we knew it was a real song, even before we had ever heard of the Rolling Stones.  Because, as we were growing up, whenever we wanted something we were not being given or allowed to get and would begin to whine, to fuss, to complain, my dad would simply silence us by singing “You can’t always get what you want.  You can’t always get what you want.  But if you try sometimes, you’ll find…you get what you need.”  


That is maddening, to a kid.  


So, this, this is a three-title sermon.  You may know or have noticed that often sermons have 3 parts, 3 major points.  Well, this one has three titles, each of which also tells us something really important about stewardship.


The first is that stewardship, that giving, is a positive act.  It does something for the person or the entity receiving the gift of money or time, sure…but it also does something for us as the giver.  That’s not new news.  I would be willing to bet we all have been taught, from the time we were very small, that sharing, that giving to others, builds our character, builds our kindness, and strengthens us as much as it does the other person or people.  But it bears repeating, often, and thinking about, often, because so very, very often, so very, very many of us are scrambling just to do the best we can in every aspect of our lives – we are stretched thin when paying our bills, we are pushed to the brink trying to find more hours in the day.  And yet, when we can take a step back, take a breath, take it in…think about the act of giving, of doing so with a generous heart and spirit…we can get to experience the positive side effects of doing it.  


In the Broadway musical Avenue Q, a sometimes highly irreverent parody of Sesame Street that is not actually for children at all, there is a scene in which one of the characters, Nicky, having been kicked out of the apartment he previously shared with his friend and roommate Rod, is out on the street asking for help, for money.  Another friend and neighbor, Princeton comes by at just that moment, and their ensuing exchange is captured in the song “The Money Song,” which begins with Nicky stopping Princeton and saying, “Ooh! Hey Princeton!  Give me a quarter!  Here in my hat!  Come on, Princeton!  It’s as easy as that! Helping others brings you closer to God.  So give me a quarter...”


To which Princeton replies, “I don’t have any change.”  Nicky thinks for a moment and responds, “Hmmm....okay.  Give me a dollar.”  Princeton clarifies that that isn’t exactly what he meant, and Nicky tells him, “The more you give, the more you get.  That’s being alive!  All I’m asking you is to do what Jesus Christ would do.  He’d give me a quarter, why don’t you?”  Princeton relents and puts a quarter in Nicky’s hat, but as he starts to walk away, something happens with Princeton.  He suddenly stops and says, “Whoa!  I feel generous!  I feel compassionate! ... I feel like a new person - a good person!  Helping other people out makes you feel fantastic!  All this time I’ve been running around thinking about me, me, me - and where has it gotten me?  I’m gonna do something for someone else!”


Obviously, it’s not quite as simple as all that, but there is some real truth, a very deep truth, in the exchange between Nicky and Princeton – giving is a positive experience.  It does something for us, in us.  It changes us.  Our God created us to be in relationship to and with one another, filled us with a deep longing and ever-present need to be connected, to be in relationship – giving to one another, giving to the church, to our faith community, is a way of building up, of strengthening those connections.  It is a way of responding to that very real and deep desire for connection with which we are all created and born.  


In our reading from Mark’s gospel this morning we heard the story of the woman who anointed Jesus with oil while he was in Bethany at the home of Simon the leper.  This woman, who is unnamed in Mark’s gospel but who the Gospel of John tells us is Mary, sister of Martha and of Lazarus, whom Jesus raised from the dead, comes to Jesus and pours out a jar of very costly oil on his head, anointing him.  The scripture tells us that some of the disciples and others who were there and who witnessed this touching scene were angry, angry that the oil had been wasted in such a way when it could have been sold and the proceeds from its sale could then have been donated to the poor, and they start scolding the woman.  It’s understandable, really.  Here they were, working incredibly hard on an impossible task – trying to help end the poverty they saw all around them, and here this woman had just come and squandered this precious oil on Jesus.  Of course they were mad!  


But what Jesus says teaches us something about giving, about stewardship.  Jesus tells them to leave her alone, because she has performed a good service for him.  He says of this woman who has poured out a gift of love and of care so freely, “she has done what she could.”  We are not expected to have the best gift, the biggest gift, the perfect gift all the time – but we are expected to do what we can and to offer the gifts we can with love and with sincerity.  Sometimes, says Jesus, it’s not what we give…it’s how we give it…it’s the attitude we bring to our giving, it’s the love we show through our giving that has the positive effect, not only on those to whom we give, but for us and in us.  

So, giving freely and fully of ourselves produces a positive effect.  And then it is important, in our lives and in our giving, that we honor our commitments.  My friend Aaron is the newly installed associate minister at the First Unitarian Church of Dallas in Dallas, Texas.  Their church is, like we are, and like so many good and faithful churches all across this country are doing this time of year, currently engaged in its stewardship campaign.  Aaron and his colleague, the Rev. Dr. Daniel Kanter filmed a short (and sometimes comical) video talking to their church’s Facebook fans about the need to pledge to the church.  Aaron begins in the video by addressing all their members and friends out there on Facebook updating their statuses and clicking on “like” for various pictures, when Daniel walks up and tells Aaron that people on Facebook don’t care about pledging to the church…he says to Aaron, “come on, they just want to get on there, look at some pictures, and update their status.”  And Aaron replies, “No, they want us to update our status – we’ve got a board meeting coming up where we need to put forth a proposed budget for the coming year.”  To which his colleague replies, “So, why should they care?  Why should they bother to pledge?”  And Aaron (who has many, many good reasons why people should pledge to their church) begins that long list with what is perhaps the most basic, the least poetic, the most banal.  He says, “They need to pledge so we can have a budget.”  Pledging to their church – pledging to our church – pledging to any church, at its most basic level, helps because we need pledges to have a budget.  Now, we need a budget so that we can keep the church open, lighted, keep it warm, keep it running, keep it growing, keep it moving forward, keep it changing…keep it a strong and welcoming presence in the heart of the wider community that is constantly and consistently working hard to speak out for justice, to love kindness, to care for the least, the last, and the lost, to follow Jesus, to bring light to the nations, and to build up God’s kingdom right here on earth.  

You know, but just that…nothing big!

Seriously, truly, in our lives we make many commitments.  Today, we are being asked to think seriously about what kind of commitments we can make to the church.  And when we can work hard to honor those commitments, both in the giving of our gifts, our time, our talents, our energy, and our prayers, we make a difference.  We help the church to thrive.  But we also help to make it a place where God’s work can be done for those within its walls but also far, far beyond them.  

There is a story of a young man who walked into a card shop looking for a perfect card for his girlfriend.  He was having trouble deciding, so he asked the store clerk if she might help him find one that would perfectly express his sentiment.  She picked out the best-selling card and gave it to the young man.  It simply said, “To the only girl I have ever loved…”  The young man said, excitedly, “Perfect!  I’ll take six!”  Honoring commitments can be hard, but stewardship is all about making a commitment to give and then keeping to it…not shying away, not skirting the issue like the young man in the card store.  It is critical that we do it.  When we make a commitment, when we give our word, when we pledge our gifts, keeping that word, coming through with our commitments, does something positive for others, does something positive for us, and it helps the church to continue to build up the reign of God on earth.   


And sometimes the simple fact remains that when it comes to receiving and to giving, we just don’t always get what we want.  The story of Moses, the incredible prophet, early leader of the people of Israel, hero of the first five books of the Bible, is well-known, of course.  But the end of Moses’ story is less talked about, less preached about, less taught about.  Because it’s sort of a tough ending.  The people, under Moses’ leadership and guidance, with years and struggle and sacrifice on his part, have been led by God out of slavery in Egypt and toward the Promised Land, foretold to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.  They are on the plains of Moab, they are just outside of the Promised Land, just feet from getting all that they had been waiting for, working for, hoping for.  And Moses is an old man.  And God takes Moses up Mount Nebo and shows him the whole expanse of the land.  And then God says to Moses, “I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not cross over there.”  And then Moses dies.  


WHAT?!  At first reading, this is a terribly unfair moment – at least to me.  Maybe you all are bigger people than I, more inclined to give God some generous leeway here, the benefit of the doubt.  But, for me, a first reading of this passage just makes me simultaneously sad for Moses and mad on his behalf.  He has spent all this time doing exactly what God wants, leading these incredibly ungrateful, sometimes childish, and difficult people through the wilderness – which means, let’s face it, he had to spend all that time in the wilderness, too.  I mean, Moses was leading the most incredibly hard-core and long-term Outbound Program imaginable.  And then…after all that, they are right there…and God takes Moses up that mountain, shows him the whole expanse of the land, and then tells him he won’t be going there.  


I think Moses was a pretty amazing guy, but there had to have been a moment of disappointment, a twinge of anger, some sorrow there…but then, because we know God, and because we know Moses, we realize something.  God was there with Moses.  God never left Moses alone, not even for a moment.  And Moses trusted in that, trusted that God was caring for him, even when perhaps he wasn’t getting everything that he thought he wanted.  The scripture tells us that Moses knew God “face to face.”  Aside from Jesus, there is nobody else who can – or about whom we can – make that claim.  Moses didn’t get to enter the Promised Land, but he had a wonderfully strong relationship with God.  He didn’t get to cross out of the plains of Moab, but he got to help liberate his people from oppressive slavery.  God’s loving, comforting, uplifting presence was always with him.  Even there, up on that mountain, God was with Moses.  Maybe Moses didn’t get what he wanted…but, surely, God’s loving and comforting presence with him through all the days of his life meant that he still was given that which he needed.  


“You can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometimes, you’ll find, you get what you need.”  Maddening to a kid who wants something desperately.  Maddening if you’re Moses in that moment of what had to have been supreme disappointment.  Maddening if you’re working incredibly hard, feeling stretched too thin, and then feeling pressed to give a little bit more…to do a little bit more for what might feel like little return.  But then…we realize…it’s true.  When we look beyond the frustration of what we can’t have and see the wonder of all we have been given…when we realize that the true gift is that God never left Moses alone, never gave up on the people of Israel, never gives up on us…when we discover the wonderfully positive results that come from our giving…when we feel the deep and meaningful ways that the church is at work in and is a part of our lives…when we remember that God has never ceased to uphold God’s promises, to honor God’s commitments to us, to God’s beloved children…then we realize it’s true and perhaps not so maddening after all.  Maybe we can’t always get exactly what we want…God is with us, and God gives us the opportunities, the power, and the means to help one another, to be connected with and tied to one another in love and to empower and strengthen one another and God’s church.  And that, surely, is just what we need.  How can we not commit ourselves to that?  Amen.  
