Making All Things New

Revelation 21:1-6
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Have you been watching the signs of spring lately?  I bet your trees are as full as the ones in my yard.  The streets and sidewalks in our neighborhood and all around town have been clogged with pollen.  Already, the spring rains are doing their cleansing job and we are better able to venture forth to appreciate the blooms and green leaves of this season.  Spring is my favorite!
Before the heat of summer sets in though, take a good look at those beautiful green leaves.  These signs of the season from God’s good creation will teach us, if we let them.  

Notice the variety of beautiful shapes and hews.  What wondrous intricacy is in a leaf!   While they are green and fixed to the branches through spring and summer, leaves provide nourishment for the tree.  Filled with chlorophyll, they transfer energy from sunlight so that the tree can flourish.  Leaves clean the air of carbon dioxide and replenish the oxygen.  They help the tree regulate its temperature.  They provide shade for two and four legged creatures below.  They provide protection for birds and material for squirrels to build their nests.  When they fall, if we left them alone, they would provide wonderful fodder as they decayed for the roots of the tree that produced them.  Even when we rake them up and dump them in our compost pile, leaves continue to serve us as mulch for our gardens.
Leaves speak of a wondrous web of inter-connectedness that forms the fabric of creation.  God intends for all things to find their place in the cycles and patterns of life.  God intends for all things to function and thrive and relate properly to each other.  Our collective and religious memory of the Garden of Eden tells us this and we yearn to live in such a state.

Leaves remind us that God’s plan allows for little waste.  All things are useful.  All things fit and work together.  All things are valuable and worthy.

The church body is like a tree and its parts or members are like leaves!  As long as leaves stay awake, stay connected to the tree, receive the nutrients the tree sends to them, and then pass on what they have received, the tree will grow and prosper in the ways God intended for it.

But, if the leaves fall from the tree too soon, if they do not pass on what has been given them, then the tree withers AND everything around the tree suffers!   Sunlight fails to feed the tree because the leaves fail to convert it.  Carbon dioxide levels grow too high around the tree and too little oxygen is produced.  Creatures that might have been served by the leaves have to find what they need elsewhere.  And, even the roots which form the foundation of the tree are laid bare and become vulnerable.
Like a leaf on a tree, you are very, very valuable and useful to God and to God’s Church.   Your prayers matter very much.  Your loving acts of kindness and service make a huge difference.  Your growth in the Word of God and in discipleship sends ripples all over the pond which is the world.

And, of course, your dollars given generously and combined with others are the fuel which energizes untold ministries in more places that you can imagine.   That is one of the beauties of our UM connectional system.  Our dollars go to work all over the community, the nation, the world!

I want you to hear one of my favorite stories.  It is actually an old, old parable, though Jesus did not tell this one.  This story reminds us that we have more to give than we sometimes think.  It also reminds us that we can produce far better results by combining our efforts - as if we were one body!

“I’m sorry,” said the woman to the young stranger on her doorstep.  “I have nothing to give you.  I am a poor widow living in a poor community.”

“Well then,” said the traveler. “Could you at least give me a stone?”
“A stone?  Yes, there are plenty around here.  Take one from the ground.  What will you do with that?”

“I will make some soup,” said the young man.

“Soup?”  exclaimed the woman.  “How will you do that?”

“First I need some boiling water, and then I will make soup from the stone.”

Intrigued, the woman allowed the young man into her house and furnished him with a pot of water, which was then set to boil.

“It would taste a little better if there was a carrot in there,” said the man hopefully.  So, the woman put a carrot in the pot.

“An onion would add a lot to the flavor.”  And the woman dropped an onion into the pot.   “It smells delicious,” said the woman approvingly.

“I wonder how a rutabaga would smell in there?” asked the young man.  And the woman brought a rutabaga up from her root cellar.

So it went.  The woman, who supposedly had nothing to give, added more and more ingredients to the soup.  Finally, after more stirring and cooking, the soup was ready.  They sat down to eat it and ate it all down to the last drop!  Only the stone was left.
As the young man prepared to leave, he took up the stone and placed it in his knapsack.  “What will you do with that?” asked the woman.

“It’s not boiled enough yet.  So, I’ll take it along for my next bowl of soup!”

Of course, the point here is not how a resourceful, fast-talking young traveler managed to dupe people into providing him with some soup.  The point is that we all have more to give than we realize … until we are properly motivated.  Then, we are often surprised (though God is not!) at how our efforts become multiplied when combined with others.

An old saying of Christian discipleship says that “God does not need you, but He sure can use you!”   Like the various items in the soup, any could be left out and we would still have some soup to eat in the end.  But the quality and quantity of the soup - its ability to nourish those who are hungry – is limited when we do not make ourselves and our resources available!

God does not need your money, but He sure can use it!   Above all, God wants to use your giving to change you, the giver.  That’s another old saw of discipleship:   Our giving changes us much more than the ones who benefit from our gifts.  We give out of our OWN NEED TO GIVE.  This is why the biblical standard of tithing is so powerful spiritually.   We are changed by our giving!  Just as with prayer, our regular, generous, proportionate giving opens us up to receive God’s Spirit and discern God’s presence in our lives.  Countless believers have found that their giving helped them move to a higher plane in their relationship with Christ than they had known before.  

We are not any more/better saved because we give.  But our response to God’s salvation in Christ is enhanced by our stewardship of our dollars.  Jesus must’ve thought the same thing because he taught and spoke about wealth/possessions/money many times more often than any other subject in the four Gospel accounts!
So, rest assured that our efforts matter.  Our prayers, our time, our talents, our service, and our dollars will be used by God to accomplish His purpose.

A young missionary in China, making his rounds to visit the sick on a bitterly cold day, came upon a sick and starving old woman who was a non-believer.  He took her to the shelter of the mission and saw to it that she had enough food, medicine and care to nurse her back to health.  When she had recovered her strength, she asked, “Why do you bother with me when no one else cares?”  The missionary began to speak of our Lord and how He sent his followers to help those who suffer.   The old woman thought for a long while, then asked, “This Christ – is he dead long?”  The missionary answered her.  After a thoughtful pause, she questioned.  “Where have you Christians been for 2000 years?”
May our voices, our prayers, our giving, our love, our commitment, our discipleship always glorify and serve our God so that all the world may know who we are and why we are here!











AMEN

