October 30, 2011

Joyful Living: The Secret of Contentment

Stewardship Sunday: How much is enough?

Ex. 16:14-31; Phil 4:11-13

Think of a time when you ate too much.  What got you into the situation? How did it feel?

Here’s a short video that may foster a few memories: http://youtu.be/417VRxQz1wI
Now how about sharing with your table group a time when you ate too much.

  I remember a time on my first pastoral charge in Tugaske, Saskatchewan.  Karen and I were newlyweds and had just been on the charge for 8 weeks when the celebration of Thanksgiving arrived.   We received not one but two invitations - one for Sunday lunch and one for Sunday supper.  Wanting to get to know the families in the congregation, we said yes to both invitations.  We made, however, a false assumption and that was that the invitation to lunch would be a light meal and the invitation to supper a larger one.  What we discovered, however, was that both invitations were for a full course Thanksgiving dinner – turkey and dressing at both, lots of vegetables and homemade pies.  I remember to this day, how I felt sitting down to that second Thanksgiving dinner within hours of finishing the first and  I also remember trying to say ‘no’ at the second dinner to a second piece of apple pie after I had just finished the first piece of pumpkin pie but somehow not being convincing enough.  As I remember it I think Karen had to drive home. 
This morning our thoughts are on Joyful living though experience of contentment and the question we’re asking is “How much is enough?”

The Occupy Movement, which began with a few protestors on Wall Street, is now encircling the globe, with protests having occurred in 900 cities worldwide.

A significant part of the protest is the use of the slogan, "We are the 99%," which was partly intended as a protest of recent trends regarding increases in the share of annual total income going to the top 1% of income earners in the United States. According to records kept, between 1979 and 2007, incomes of the top 1% of Americans grew by an average of 275%, versus just 40% for the 60 percent of Americans who are in the middle of the income scale.  The top 1% of the American population controls about 40% of the total wealth of that country.  There is a widening gulf between the rich and the poor not only in America but also around the world.  The Occupy Movement is a protest against that trend.  The question they are asking is, “How much is enough?”

There’s a Bible story that asks this same question.  The story is connected to Israel’s wilderness wanderings after they had been delivered from slavery in Egypt and were on their way to freedom in the Promised Land.

Exodus 16

13In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. 
14When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 
15When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?”£ For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat. 
16This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an Omer to a person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.’” 
17The Israelites did so, some gathering more, some less. 
18But when they measured it with an Omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed. 
19And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” 
20But they did not listen to Moses; some left part of it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul. And Moses was angry with them. 
21Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it melted. 

I remember, as a teenager my Dad putting a limit on the cookies my brother and I could eat at any one meal.  It was two.  If we were still hungry we could eat more first course, but two cookies were our limit –even though the bag was full. 

Most of us here this morning live in an environment of abundance.  Our problem is not going to bed hungry – although it is for approximately 26,000 children living in Hamilton today and for millions around the globe.  No, the problem for most of us is how to live with abundance.  We are in the 99%; we are not the 1%; yet even for us there is much. 

To put it another way, most of us have access to a full bag of cookies.  The question is how many of them are we going to eat at any one time?

God is a God of abundance.  Our Creator God in making our earth filled it with abundance.  The Creation story in Genesis is a story that is marked with abundance, all kinds of plants, trees, animals and fish.  Even when the Israelites are in the wilderness and don’t have access to their herds and fields, there is an abundance - of a flaky substance covering the ground which they call manna.  Even there in the wilderness, the question for them is not will they have enough but how much is enough?  And there they are told, “What they need ; that is enough” - ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an Omer to a person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.’   And don’t take more than you need for the day.  And some of them did and found that in the next morning it was crawling with worms.

I think of that little phrase in the prayer Jesus taught – Give us today our daily bread.  I think the human tendency is to live to eat, where God wants us to eat to live.  When we become consumed with making God’s abundance our own, we lose the ability to live in the moment, enjoying relationship with God and relationship with others.  Our lives become consumed with things.  God says, “Use what you need from the abundance I give, but don’t be greedy, don’t hoard – don’t let the ‘things’ of life so pre-occupy you that you forget about what’s really important, that you forget about me and the kind of living you are capable of.”

Last week I received an email from a friend that was a series of interesting facts about Warren Buffet, the second richest man in the world, who has donated 31 billion dollars to charity.  The facts came out of a one-hour interview with him on CNBC.  Some of them were these:

· He lives in a small three bedroom house in Omaha that he bought after he got married 50 years ago.  He says he has everything he needs in that house.

· He drives his own car everywhere and does not have a driver or security people around him.

· He never travels by private jet although he owns the world’s largest private jet company.

How much is enough?  Buffet is in that magical 1% of wealthy Americans and yet his personal needs are very simple.

The apostle Paul, before becoming a follower of Jesus, was in the elite of Jewish society – well-educated and holding Roman citizenship.  Yet his bold speaking out for the way of Jesus got him into trouble and landed him in jail.  In reflecting on how much was enough for him, he said this:

Philippians 4

12I 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. 
13I can do all things through him who strengthens me.

The picture that Paul paints here is contentment.  Oddly, his contentment comes not from having anything; his contentment comes from being in relationship with God. He has known what it means to have much and have little – ‘having’ is not part of his contentment package.  What brings him contentment is his relationship with Christ.  How much is enough for Paul?  For Paul, physical wants are unimportant.  He says elsewhere that it really doesn’t matter to him whether he lives or dies, what’s important is his being in tune with God and living a life that is guided and strengthened by God’s Holy Spirit.

How much is enough?  Enough is what you need to live for God and others.  Everything else has the potential of being a distraction – of tempting you to be more concerned with the how of living while ignoring the why of living.  When we understand the why of living, God’s abundance is not for our excess but for our health – to live God’s abundant life that is grounded in love, mercy and generosity.  It’s not a matter of stuffing ourselves (literally or figuratively) as I did on that first Thanksgiving in Saskatchewan.  It’s about enjoying and using God’s abundance to bring about his reign here on earth.
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