Meeting Every Need

John 10:22-30, Psalm 23
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The image of the shepherd is familiar in the Bible. Jesus used it in reference to himself and to our heavenly Father.  And, though many of us have become removed from farming and agriculture in our post-modern age, the figure of a shepherd caring for his sheep remains a good one.

One reason for this is that we all know what it means to be lost!  Some of the easiest words of Jesus for us to understand are his assurance that God searches for us like lost sheep - like a shepherd who leaves the 99 to find the one who has strayed.  We have all found ourselves in the position of "needing finding"!

To this day in the Holy Land, shepherds tend their flocks the same way they did in Jesus' time.  Sheepfolds were often built around a cave or next to a steep hillside.  Stones and sticks would form the walls with one small opening by which to enter and exit.  At night the shepherd would sleep in this doorway. Literally, the sheep could only come and go through their 

shepherd.  His job was to know when and where the sheep were at any given moment - to guard their life - to give them life ... and so it is with our heavenly Father, says Jesus.

The thing is … it’s all about God!     God provides.  God provides.
Jesus knew this.  He had a knack for communicating it.  He had a spiritual instinct for keeping the main thing the main thing, so to speak!

When we say “It’s all about God.”  The implications are enormous!  We stake our future and our lives and the lives of those we love upon it!  

It is the spirit and power that drove Jesus in his public ministry.  It is the overriding mission that sustained Jesus in his prayerful agony in Gethsemane.  It is the passion and conviction that held him up as he carried his cross and was nailed upon it.  It is the ever renewing love and truth that raised Jesus up from death.
Jesus keeps us trained upon this truth in his teaching and ministering.

One day, rather late in his ministry, some hot shots from the ruling elders were sent to question him and entrap him.  By this time in Jesus’ ministry, it had become more and more a habit for the scribes and lawyers to try to trip Him up and embarrass Him in front of the crowds, esp. around the Temple.  This was one of those times.

“Tell us, Teacher, you who answer to no authority but God and are wise in the ways of God … is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”  These crafty men with smooth tongues knew full well that everybody hated the Romans and resented having to pay Roman taxes.  This was made worse by the tax collectors (many of them Jews who were considered traitors of the worst sort) who over-charged the people and got rich.

Jesus had them hold up a coin and asked whose face and inscription appeared on the coin.  “The emperor’s” they said, of course.
“Then give to the emperor the things that belong to the emperor, and give to God the things that belong to God.”

We are usually so delighted at the way Jesus puts down his deceivers that we miss the point -  as surely as the emperor’s image is pressed upon the coin, so GOD’S IMAGE IS IMPRINTED UPON US AND WITHIN US !

We are made in God’s image.  God’s mark, celebrated in our baptism and confirmed through our trust in Him, is the most important thing we have.  God’s mark upon us shapes every other reality, every choice, every power, every talent, every dollar, every act of love.

It’s all about God … who God is … what God has done … how much God loves us and forgives us … how God’s blessings are poured into our lives.
To say all this is to say that God has a claim upon us – upon our lives and upon our stuff.  All the good we have and all the good that we are comes from God and is meant for God’s purpose.

This is the basis of discipleship and the basis for stewardship.

James put it well in the first chapter of his letter:  Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.  In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.  (1:17)

You know what makes a gift “perfect”?  It’s not the size or the quality by any human standard.  Any gift is perfect that is given simply out of the desire to follow Jesus!  That’s it.

For those of you who wonder every year at stewardship time how you can give something worthy of God when the bills mount up and you barely make it each month from paycheck to paycheck.  Remember:  your gift is worthy not according to its size (just like the widow Jesus saw and commended in the Temple), but according to your desire to follow Jesus with it.  $10 given in such a spirit will do more in God’s hands than $10,000 given in a spirit of pride or shame or manipulation.  Of course, God can use BOTH!
It’s all about God.  God gives … we give in turn.

Among the unfortunate stereotypes we tend to propagate about Jews is that they are stingy.  I once served a church in a community that has belied that stereotype many times over.  In Greensboro, the service and philanthropy of Jewish families such as the Cones and Benjamins is legendary. In Charlotte, the Levines and other families have sought to impact our community in a similar spirit.  We should particularly appreciate one rabbinical teaching that has guided Jewish families for centuries in many different settings.

If a person lives in a place for 30 days, he or she is responsible for contributing to the soup kitchen.  If a person lives in the same place for 3 months, he or she is to contribute to the charity box.  If a person lives in the same place for 6 months, he or she must contribute to the clothing fund.  For 9 months, to the burial fund for indigents.  And if a person lives in the same place for a year, he or she must contribute to the repair and maintenance of the town wall.
What a good and practical understanding of the connection we celebrate as United Methodists!  We have always affirmed that BOTH prayers and dollars should combine with those of our fellow believers to bring tangible signs of the Kingdom of God to the least of our brothers and sisters.

As we do that … as we trust our tithes - our 10% - into God’s keeping remembering that it all comes from God in the first place; we discover, again, that it’s all about God!   God will use our giving to transform us into His image, the image of Christ.  God will use our giving to reach others in Christ’s name and make disciples.  God will use our giving to open our eyes and hearts to see Christ in the most unlikely places and people.  
Just ask those who serve through Room In The Inn or Habitat for Humanity or ASP or building teams or medical missions or Bethlehem Center or Stephen Ministry.  When we offer Christ’s love to the world … to those in need simply because they are precious children of God … we are transformed.
When we give, we are different.  When we give, the world is changed.  When we give, the Spirit turns loose blessing upon blessing before our very eyes and God’s reign becomes realized in the hearts of His children.

Blessed be the name of the Lord in whom all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to His purpose!    AMEN

