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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Let’s Think About This Thing
II Corinthians 9:6-15; Luke 11:5-9

My maternal grandmother was a sweet woman.  She loved her ten
grandchildren and indulged us in every way.  When we got out of hand, however,
she knew how to get us back in line.  And if she could not make us behave, she
knew she could count on our parents.

Family lore tells the story of an occasion when a number of grandchildren
were at Grandma’s house in Clearwater, Florida.  I don’t know how many kids were
there.  It could have been anywhere from four to nine at the time.  It was probably
a crowd and apparently one of my cousins had been especially energetic that day
and had pushed my grandmother to the limit.  When my Uncle Bill arrived to pick up
his four children, Grandma explained the situation and my uncle decided that swift
and appropriate action was necessary.  He promptly grabbed my cousin by the arm
and directed him into the bathroom where an old fashioned “whipping” was surely
to occur.  Everyone else held their breath, waiting to hear my cousin’s wailing.  In a
few moments the door flew open and my uncle and cousin emerged, not crying, but
laughing.  Apparently once they got into the bathroom and my uncle prepared to
administer the punishment, my young cousin put his hands on his hips and said,
“Now, Bill, let’s think about this thing!”  It is hard to be mad at a little tow-headed
fellow with such gumption!

My cousin had a good suggestion–not only to save his own hide–literally–but
for any time.  As someone once said, “Invest a few moments in thinking.  It will pay
good interest.”

There is something we need to think about and to get to it I want us to listen
to a parable about prayer.  Hear today’s Gospel lesson as recounted by Luke:

And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you
go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of
bread; for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before
him.’  And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has
already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get
up and give you anything.’  I tell you, even though he will not get up and
give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his
persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.  “So I say
to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock,
and the door will be opened for you. Luke 11:5-9
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The situation is simple and familiar: there is a need, a friend has the needed
resource, but the friend has to be convinced to share it.  The context of the parable
is also simple, though unfamiliar to us.  The typical Jewish home was a one room
building.  During the day all activities took place in that room.  At night, pallets were
spread on the floor and everyone shared the room.  The friend protests that he
cannot meet his neighbor’s need because the family is already settled for the night.
He would have to step over his wife and children to get to the door and would disturb
everyone.  Jesus notes, however, that there is one thing that will prompt the friend
to respond: persistence.  Your neighbor will not get up and give you the bread you
need just because he is your friend.  He will, however, get up and give you the bread
to get you to stop knocking on the door and making such a fuss!  The moral of the
story, in terms of human response, is that persistence, not friendship, will get you
what you need.

In regard to prayer and God’s responsiveness, however, the point moves from
the lesser to the greater.  In other words, if your friend will respond to your need
because of your persistence, how much sooner and greater will your Heavenly
Father respond because you are his child?

The truth of the parable stands.  Generally persistence gets results.  We know
the truth of this principle.  What group of people has an innate sense of the power
of persistence?  Children!  Children can ask and plead, pester and provoke you to
do things you never thought you would do because of their persistence.  Giving into
that persistence may not be good parenting, but it is often the only way to maintain
sanity–especially in grocery stores!  What parent does not experience the power of
persistence when grocery shopping with a three year old in the cart?

Yet nowhere is persistence experienced in its full throttled aggressiveness as
it is in fund raising.  Give a donation to a charity, especially one with national reach,
and you will receive direct mail, phone calls, and possibly a personal visit urging,
begging, guilting you to give more.  Some charities will hit you up only once a year
while others have learned to remind you two or three times a year how much your
gifts mean to their cause.  Emotion is generally the primary manner in which
persistence is applied.  Tug at someone’s heart strings, and you may just get a hold
of their wallet as well.

Let’s think about this thing because money is on everyone’s minds these days.
The economy is recovering, but very slowly.  Despite some improvements, many of
us are now beginning to feel the pinch of stagnant incomes, declining business,
erratic markets, and job losses.  As a congregation, we worried about whether or not
we would make our budget last year, so much so that you were prevailed upon, not
only to give what you had pledged or intended, but to give a little more to help us
meet our expenses.  How did we do that?  We wrote articles in The Link, we mailed
letters and notes to remind you, we verbally encouraged you to give, and we called
to ask you to do more.  In short, we were persistent.  Like the neighbor at midnight,
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we knocked on your door until some of you got tired of the banging and gave us
what we asked for.

On one hand what we do is very biblical as is your response.  We persist; you
relent.  We ask; you give.  That pattern follows throughout the biblical story.  I have
to wonder, however, if that is how you like to do church.  Do you really want to be
hounded into giving or is there another way to get at this thing we call stewardship?
Let’s think about this thing!

Quite frankly, I am tired of this model.  As your Pastor, I often play the role of
the neighbor who comes to your door at midnight, begging for a few loaves of bread.
I dislike preaching about money more than you dislike hearing these sermons!  Our
Board of Finance and our Deacons perform the same role.  We ask, we seek, we
knock, praying that the door will be opened and a few loaves will be tossed out.

Granted this method works.  As far as I know, this congregation has never had
a year in which it has not met its expenses, even if it did not quite meet the budget.
Your generosity and the frugality of the staff and committees combine to pay all the
bills.  Nevertheless, it seems that every year we are pounding on the door at
midnight on December 31 and you are pulling the covers up around your ears
hoping that we will go away.

Let’s think about this thing.  Is there another way?  I like the parable of the
midnight visit because it is one with which we can identify.  We have all been caught
in a tight spot at one time or another and had to ask someone else–a parent, a
friend, a bank, an employer–for some help.  And while I know that persistence more
often than not makes the difference in whether or not we get the help, I like to think
that ultimately it is the relationship that prompts someone to be generous.

Persistence is a virtue in many instances, but it can also be annoying.  When
it comes to meeting a need, time and energy are often wasted in persistent asking.
If the friend is going to answer his neighbor’s request anyway, why not do it on the
first knock?  Far less disturbance will be caused and everyone will feel better about
asking and responding to the need at hand.

I hope that if you call or come pounding on my door at any hour of the day or
night I will answer, not because you won’t go away, but because you are my friend.
I believe the reverse would be the same so that if I have a need you will respond
because we are friends and friends help one another.

I believe that in terms of supporting the mission and ministry of this
congregation we ought to rewrite the parable.  We ought to re-frame the story in
such a way that when the church comes knocking on our door to meet a need we
respond, not because of persistence, but because of relationship.  Let us change the
story so that we give what is needed because of a relationship that is strong and built
upon shared beliefs and experiences.  Let us get up and give what is needed, not
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because we feel pressured or prodded or provoked but because we understand the
need at hand and agree that it ought to be met.

Last Wednesday, Mary Duke Biddle Trent Semans, great-granddaughter of
the man for whom Duke University is named, died.  Throughout her ninety-one
years, she was generous with her money, her time, and her insight into civic affairs.
She once defined philanthropy as “. . . the joy of giving.  The good feeling of sharing.
The giving that benefits the giver as well as the recipient.”  “‘We're all here for each
other,’ she told a reporter.  ‘I take very seriously this business of treating your
neighbor as yourself.’”1

Her sentiments could not have been expressed anymore eloquently except
perhaps by the Apostle Paul.  Writing to his friends in Corinth who had not always
immediately responded to his requests for help, Paul said:

The point is this: the one who sows sparingly will also reap
sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.
Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly
or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.  And God is able
to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always
having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good
work . . . You will be enriched in every way for your great generosity,
which will produce thanksgiving to God through us; for the rendering of
this ministry not only supplies the needs of the saints but also overflows
with many thanksgivings to God.

II Corinthians 9:6-8, 11-12

Honestly, I think that we ought to have only one knock on our door and that
one when our Missions and Ministry Budget is presented for adoption.  If we have
diligently prepared a sound budget, if we have seriously considered each ministry
opportunity it represents, and if we have prayerfully voted to support it then the
knocking need not continue.  At that point each one of us should arise and offer what
is needed.  Granted what we offer will be different for each of us according to our
circumstances.  I understand the hardships and economic realities of our times.  I
know cutbacks have been made, business is down, jobs have been lost.  We have
one less salary in our family.  I understand.  Some of us are one loaf people while
others of us can give three loaves.  Then there are some of us who can give two or
perhaps five or more loaves.  The point is that if we are committed to this
congregation and the ministry to which we all are called, then we have the obligation
to figure out what we can do to support the work of the Gospel in this place.

I am proud of the ministry of this congregation.  We teach biblical truths to
people from the cradle to advanced age.  We work together to understand how those
biblical teachings are best applied to life in the twenty-first century.  We care for one
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another from the cradle to the grave and seek to meet personal needs in whatever
ways possible.  We love our children, nurture our young people, walk beside our
adults, and enjoy the companionship of our older members in many ways.

We care about our neighbors whose needs may not be our own but who are
our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We help to house the homeless, feed the hungry,
clothe the poor, provide medical care for the sick, encourage stable families, protect
anyone who is abused, care for the imprisoned, and offer guidance to those who
need help handling the struggles of living.  We train people to minister in churches
here and around the world.  We support ministries in urban centers and rural
communities.  We send missionaries around the world and to people who pass by
our front door.

We ask because we seek to feed all who hunger for the Good News of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Our budget is not merely a series of line items on a spread
sheet.  Our budget is bread for individuals and groups who need the nourishment of
God’s grace.  It represents the commitment of this family of faith known as Lakeside
Baptist Church to do what Jesus urges all believers to do: “‘You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is
the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your
neighbor as yourself’” (Matthew 22:37-39).  In our day and time, in our culture, in the
ways in which we want to fulfill these two commandments, resources are essential.
Those resources are our talents, our time, and our money–essentially three loaves
of bread we can cheerfully offer as friends to meet the need at hand.

The leadership of our congregation is not blind to the economic realities at
hand.  At the initiative of the staff and with the support of the Board of Finance, we
will be operating under a provisional budget for this year.  We have identified
$25,000 in possible reductions within our budget that touch on every aspect of our
ministry.  If we are not able to fund the full budget we approved in November, then
adjustments will have to be made to missions, education, music, children, and youth
ministries.  The ways in which we communicate with one another through The Link

or other mailings will have to change.  Resources for personnel, office support,
building maintenance, and future improvements will have to be reduced.  Being good
stewards means being alert to our financial resources and making the necessary
adjustments and we are diligent about being good stewards.

Our persistence ought to be reserved for the ways in which we minister to one
another, but our generosity and timeliness ought to be immediate in providing the
resources needed for that ministry.  What do you think?  Albert Einstein said, “The
world we have created is a product of our thinking; it cannot be changed without
changing our thinking.”  We have a calling  to support the missions and ministry of
our congregation with our talents, our time, and our money.  Let’s think about this
thing . . . and then get up and answer the door.  Amen.



January 29, 2011 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Give us lips, O Lord, to sing your praises.  Give us hands to lift in holy
adoration.  Give us hearts to honor your goodness.  And grant us lives to glorify you
day by day.

Praise and honor are indeed due you, O God, for the surpassing goodness of
your grace toward us.  Though we do not deserve it, you lavish us with mercy and
fill our lives with the blessings of life.  Thank you, O God, for all of your kindness
toward us.

Thank you as well for the many ways we have experienced you working
among us this past week.  With each sunrise we were reminded of the creativity of
your love and with the setting of the sun we offered thanksgiving for your providence
over life.  Through each day we were reminded of the care you offer us through
insights, caution, inspiration, and guidance.  We witnessed the miracle of renewed
health and the grace of another day of life.  We felt strengthened when we were
weak, encouraged when we wanted to give up, and supported when we thought we
were alone.  We thank you for  courage when we needed it, for rest when we could
not go on, and for love when nothing else would suffice.

Though we acknowledge that you have been far more generous than we have
been faithful, we know that you do not love us because of our devotion.  Still, we
come bringing our needs and our wants.  We need the resources of good healthcare
and the compassion of doctors, nurses, and therapists.  We need healing and
wholeness.  We need hope for those we love and encouragement for ourselves.

We want to get life back on track, to find the right job, to commit to the right
relationship, to be the kind of friend and family member we ought to be.  We want
to do the right things and walk the proper paths.  We want to live life in its fullness
and give back from the bounty you have shared with us.

Grant these requests, we pray, and give us one thing more: a heart that is
open to your love and generous in sharing it with others.  These prayers and all the
prayers of our heart we make in the name of the Christ who came that we might
have life in all of its abundance.  Amen.


