Providence

Isaiah 55:1-2
Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters, and you that have no money, come, buy and eat.  Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.  Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?  Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food.

Jeremiah 29:11  For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.  

Luke 12:15  Life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.

John 10:10  I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.

Philippians 4:11b-12  I have learned to be content with whatever I have.  I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty.  In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need.  

Providence

“If you said only one prayer in your life, ‘Thank You’ would suffice.”  Those words are attributed to Meister Eckhart and come from the end of the 13th century.  “If you said only one prayer in your life, ‘Thank you’ would suffice.”  Do you believe that?  I don’t think he means that maybe once, when you were, say, seven or twenty-seven or ninety-seven years old, you tossed off a casual, “Oh, by the way, thanks for everything” kind of prayer and never gave it another thought.  “Thank you” is a sufficient prayer when it comes from a heart that sees the generosity of God and responds in continual thanksgiving.  

If the only prayer you say in your life, throughout your life, continually expressed in your words and thoughts and actions – if the prayer of your life is “Thank you,” that is enough.

Today’s event is called “Spendable Prayer” – and it is meant to help us say “Thank you” to God’s astounding generosity.  And as we are here as spiritual leaders of our congregations, my hope for today is that we’ll be equipped to help the people in our churches to find the surpassing joy that comes from praying that prayer – Thank You – living that prayer, feeling it, breathing it, expressing it:  in everything, give thanks.

 The word “providence” comes from Latin and means, literally, “to see ahead” – pro-vide.  God, in providence, sees ahead – to the needs of creation, to our needs, to the needs of the human family – and provides.  Pro-vide.  In all things we can see that divine hand, that providential hand.

The Scripture invites us time and again to celebrate the providence of God, and to be thankful.  To be thankful in all circumstances; to receive God’s blessings with thanksgiving.  I’ve heard a great many sermons on the responsibility of Christians to be thankful – and probably preached a number of them myself.  You’d better be thankful, or shame on you!  

It’s all obligation, and I’m bothered by that.  It’s like a conversation overheard between a mother and her nine-year-old son on their way to a family visit.

Mother says, “Now son, when you see aunt Esther, make sure you give her a kiss.”  

“Aw, Mom, do I have to?”

“Aunt Esther always remembers you on your birthday and at Christmas and at other times during the year.” 

“I know, but do I have to kiss her?”

If saying thank-you to God is extracted from us and feels more like having to kiss Aunt Esther, it is not enough.  Doing it out of duty or obligation doesn’t cut it.  What God wants for us and with us is the kind of relationship where thanksgiving simply flows from the heart, a glad outpouring of gratitude, a continual stream of grateful wonder, amazed that God should consider us worth all the cost of it.  

It’s not that God has such a fragile ego that we’re in danger of getting zapped if we don’t express appropriate thanksgiving.  God knows, though, that gratitude is at the heart of the abundant life Jesus came to bring.  The greatest expression of God’s providence is the poured-out life of Jesus.  God could have said, “Forget those people; they’re not worth it.”  But instead – and I don’t understand this, it’s where theology fails and thanksgiving has to take over – instead of condemning us, God became one of us, and went to the cross.  God said to us, “You’re worth it.  You’re worth dying for.”  I don’t know how to theologize about that, or systematize it, or liturgize it.  I’m left with the closing words of Charles Wesley’s hymn, “Lost in wonder, love and praise.”

Nobody has to tell you that, if you’ve experienced authentic, spontaneous gratitude:  it’s not a duty, but a welling up of joy.  That’s what God wants for us – the overflowing joy of thanksgiving for God’s providence.

Some of what happens today may challenge you and me – we may feel guilty or inadequate; we may feel we have fallen far short (and we have).  We may conclude that we have a tremendous responsibility and a lot of work ahead (and in all likelihood we do).  

But our purpose today is not to exhort or scold or demand.  Rather, as spiritual leaders in our congregations our purpose is to bring to mind once again the amazing generosity of God, the astounding providence of God, the steadfast, unearned, unfathomable love of God that is always faithful even when we’re not.  Our purpose, then, is to let gratitude well up in us, and to help people in our churches to experience the boundless joy of gratitude.

In a few moments we’ll conclude this opening celebration by singing, Now Thank We All Our God.  Do you know the circumstances under which it was written?  In the mid 1600s Europe and especially Germany were plunged into a 30 year religious war.  A young man named Martin Rinkart was pastor of a Lutheran church in Eilenburg, Germany.  Famine and deadly diseases raged through the land.  The population of Germany went from 16 million to 6 million.  In 1637 Martin conducted funerals for almost forty-five hundred people who died in an epidemic that swept through his city.  He was the only surviving pastor in the city; the gravediggers refused to dig because of the disease, so Martin dug many of the graves himself.  One of the funerals was for his beloved wife.  

How could a man be so deluded as to think that in the world of his day, torn to shreds by war and disease, Christians would have cause to give thanks?  We need not diminish his grief or gloss over the horrific things that he experienced and in the midst of which he sought to minister.  And yet – and yet, he was moved to give thanks.  In the middle of it, each day of that wretched time, he remembered the generosity of God – yes, the providence of God.  He remembered Jesus Christ; he remembered the cross of Jesus; he remembered the Word become flesh.  And gratitude bubbled up with joy within him:  “Now thank we all our God, with heart, and hands, and voices.”  

I want to tell you one more story.  The parents of a young soldier killed in action gave their church a large gift of money as a memorial for their son.  During the presentation service, the mother of another soldier overseas in the war, whispered to her husband, “Let’s give the same amount for our son.”

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked.  “Our boy hasn’t died in battle.”

“That’s just it!” she replied.  “Let’s give it because he is still alive.” 

[Hold up a checkbook].  Do you know what this is?  Right, it’s a prayer book!  Regardless of what I say or would like to think about myself, it’s here, most often, that my life’s real prayers come to life.  My bank statements, my credit card statements, my financial statements, all tell a story to tell about my prayer life.

When all our stewardship conferences are concluded, when we’ve made our decisions about annual campaigns and pledge cards and all the rest, I hope my financial statements, my decisions, and my priorities express clearly and joyfully that one sufficient prayer:  Thank you.  

Thanks be to God!  Amen.

