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“Blessed Inefficiency”


Thanksgiving Day								    November 26, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								      Habakkuk 3:17-19
Epistle Lesson									     Colossians 3:12-17
Gospel Lesson									            Luke 12:24-34


Happy Thanksgiving Day!  I want to draw your attention for a few minutes to a couple of strange verses from the book of Leviticus.  Leviticus 19:9-10:  “When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field to its very border, neither shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest.  And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner:  I am the Lord your God.”

History tells us that when Christian missionaries worked the conversion of the Germanic tribe called “The Frank’s,” back in the 300’s, these war-loving people were often baptized in large numbers as they were marched through a spot in a river that was roughly head deep.  Supposedly, many of the warriors held their right hands out of the water as they walked through the river and were baptized.  Their reasoning was that in their baptism they became Christians and would be spared the torment of hell--and they thought that was a good thing.  But by keeping their right hands out of the baptism, they could continue to wield battle axes, spears and swords in their favorite activity, which was violent destruction of neighboring tribes.  It has been remarked that if this same process were to be used to baptize large numbers of Americans today, they would hold their left hands out of the water in baptism.  And in their left hands they would have their watches and their wallets.  The Frank’s were willing to surrender to God everything but their habit of hacking their neighbors to pieces.  The typical American is willing to surrender to God most everything but his time and his habit of defining existence in terms of accumulation of worldly goods for his own purposes.

But here we are in worship on Thanksgiving Day.  Because by the grace of God, and by the power of the Holy Spirit within us, we do not wish to live like typical Americans.  This is not a typical American thing we’re doing here this morning.  Our celebration of Thanksgiving is not the meeting of an obligation on our part, something that we have to do.  It is the celebration of God’s work in our lives to change and enlarge our spirits, to change and enlarge our hearts. 

 And these apparently strange sounding verses from Leviticus apply to us, and they apply to the living of our lives in God’s grace today.  “When you reap the harvest of your land you shall not reap your field to its very border, neither shall you gather the gleanings after the harvest.  You shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of the vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner:  I am the Lord your God.”  Simply stated, people were expected to be a little inefficient in their harvesting.  They were to practice a blessed inefficiency in the way they harvested.  They were to leave what was called a corner—a corner of the harvest standing in the field.  They were to leave the stalks of grain that fell from their hands, and they were to leave small bunches of grapes on the vine, and they were not to go back on following days to strip the vines of all their fruit.  They were to be inefficient in their harvesting.  These parts of the harvest were to be left for the poor and the sojourner.  The poor were those who were not able to secure land to work--for whatever reason.  The sojourners were those who had been forced to move at an inopportune time and did not have time to put in a crop for that year.  These provisions were for the poor and the sojourner, and they did not include the lazy, the malingerers, the indolent, the freeloaders, or the permanently unmotivated, who think someone else owes them a living as a handout.  That is not the point.  We know this for two reasons.  People were allowed to glean only by permission.  And gleaning these fields was actually harder work than the original harvesting.  The harvest was hard work, but the gleaning was even harder work.  So this isn’t about a handout or freeloading.  We also know this because the same Bible that includes Leviticus 19:9-10, also includes these words:  “He who will not work, neither shall he eat.”  My extensive reading of the Bible over the years shows me no justification for anyone’s desire to live off of another’s labor on a permanent basis.  These verses are not instruction on how to begin a welfare state.  So let’s not even get into that discussion.  That is not at all the point.  They are instructions on how Godly people, such as you and I, are to have their hearts and their spirits shaped by God’s instruction.  

History shows us that over the years people asked, “Well, how large should this corner of the field be?  How much do I have to leave?”  The Rabbi’s, who were very wise, answered this way, “How big should the corner be?  Well, how rich are you?  How big is your field?  How good is your crop?  How many are the poor?  How many are the sojourners?”  They weren’t about to state some standard size to let people know what was the least they could possibly do.  And the Rabbi’s were wise not to do that.  The point was for people to consider their own blessings, to consider the size of their own fields, to consider their own present situation—how good the present crop is--and the situation of those around them who at this moment and time were in need.  The point was for them to think.  To say, “Yes, God wants us to think.  God wants us to consider.”  The point was for them to have their hearts and their spirits shaped by God as they reflected on things, as they reflected on the stuff of life—the material blessings of life.  They were to understand that God was the giver of all good gifts, and that they were managers--they were not owners.  The most important words here, in these two verses, are these:  “I am the Lord.”  Those are the most important words there—“I am the Lord.”

For Christians, such as you and I, our approach to life is to be determined by the God who gives it.  And so, we are to be deeply interested in and concerned about what God, the Lord, says.  The question for us isn’t, “Well, what seems reasonable?”  The question for us isn’t, “Well, what’s the least I can do?”  The question for us isn’t, “What’s convenient?”  The question for us isn’t, “Well, what do most people think?”  The question for us isn’t, “What will bring me the greatest return?”  The question for us isn’t, “Will I have anything left over when I have completely satisfied my own desires?”  Those aren’t questions blessed Christian people ask.  The question we as Christians ask is, “Who is the Lord, and what does he teach me about life under him?”  What is God trying to teach us?  He is trying to teach us that how we look at stuff, and how we understand the material things of life changes us.  How we look at the material things of life, and how we deal with them changes us for the better or for the worse.  That’s what God wants us to know.  

The provisions for an inefficient harvest are in part to provide for the temporarily unfortunate people in our midst.  That’s one of the points.  But the provisions for an inefficient harvest are equally important for shaping the hearts and the spirits of the landowners.  I hope you get that.  The provisions are to provide for the temporarily unfortunate, but they are equally to provide for the developing of the hearts of those who have.  On the one hand it is important that the unfortunate are provided for, but on the other hand it is equally important that the blessed understand the condition and purposes of their being blessed.  By telling the harvester to leave grain in the field, God is blessing both the unfortunate and the fortunate.  And it’s that second part that we have to internalize and understand.  It is a blessing for the needy to find grain left in the field, and it is a blessing for the fortunate to leave grain in the field.  

How can leaving grain in the field be a blessing to the person who leaves it?  What sense does that make?  Isn’t he just out that much grain with nothing to show for it?  Isn’t the balance sheet diminished by that much that he leaves in the field?  Isn’t the needy person’s gain, the fortunate person’s loss?  No.  That’s not the way it works.  It works this way.  The one who leaves grain in the field learns that God has provided more than enough.  And that’s the lesson God wants us to learn.  Let that sink in.  Let that sink in.  The one who leaves grain in the field learns that God has provided more than enough.  I personally think that one of the greatest discoveries a person can make in this life is the discovery that God provides what he does for us, because he is convinced that we can thrive on about 90% of what he puts in our hands.  That’s one of the greatest discoveries you can make:  That God gives you what he gives you, because he is convinced that you can thrive on about 90% of what he puts into your hands.  

I also personally think that another one of the greatest discoveries a person can make in this life is that God provides more than enough to give us opportunity to be generous, not an excuse to be wasteful.  And those are two very different things.  God gives us more than enough to give us opportunity to be generous, not to give us an excuse to be wasteful.  

God is giving us opportunity to learn something that only experience can teach us.  Only experience can teach every individual this:  The generosity of God is the foundation of our peace.  And we can only learn that one person at a time through our own experience.  How do we learn this great lesson of life—that generosity of God is the foundation of our peace?  How do we learn that?  Quite simply enough:  we learn it by leaving grain in the field.  And until we leave grain in the field we will never learn that the generosity of God is the foundation of our peace.

That is the Thanksgiving Message for this year:  Receive the peace of God by leaving grain in the field.  Oh, forgot, none of you have any grain.  You’re all off the hook.  You have no grapes; you have no olives.  I knew that going in.  I really did.  Then why don’t you leave in the field what you have been given, what God has put into your hands. 

We could all start with our time—the greatest gift that God has given us.  Leave a corner of your time for someone or something other than your own need or your own profit.  Leave some of your time in the field.  Leave a few minutes go when you are forced to wait, or when you are forced to go slow, or when you are forced to do something over for the sake of another person.  That is not a chance to be impatient and rude; it is a chance to leave a little time in the field.  Waste less time on yourself and leave more of it in the field for another person.  Of course we are all in a hurry.  But by leaving a little time in the field, we will learn that God has given us more than enough time, and then we will begin to discover that the foundation of our peace is the generosity of our God.

God has given you your talent—those skills, that intelligences that you have by which you support yourself.  God has given you your talent to provide for yourself.  But when you leave a little of your talent in the field for others you will discover that God has given you more than enough, and it is a good thing to be generous with it rather than stingy or wasteful.

Your financial resources—by leaving a little in the field we discover that God has given more than enough.  We discover that it is better to be generous than to be wasteful with it.  Gratitude is not the meeting of an obligation to say “thank you.”  We have not come here this morning so that I can scold you to be thankful.  True gratitude is the natural expression of a changed spirit.  True gratitude is the natural expression of a changed heart, where the Holy Spirit has come into someone’s life and convinced them of a reality that is so blessed and so beautiful that it changes the way we look at life and the way we live it.  True gratitude is the natural expression of a changed spirit that recognizes everything is a gift.

That’s what God wants us to discover, and we discover it by leaving a little in the field.  God wants us to discover that there is and that there always will be more than enough for those who are willing to leave a little in the field, to be generous with their lives.  God wants us to learn that there is more than enough and that this is reason for generosity—generosity of spirit and not wastefulness.  God wants us to learn that the material things of life are simply the tools and the toys of life—never the meaning of life, never a way of keeping score, never something we have to gather and cling to with great tension and anxiety.  God wants us to learn that gratitude and generosity of spirit are great blessings because they are the foundations of peace.  

So today we celebrate the generosity of our God.  Who gives us so much time, so much talent, so much material resource that we can leave a little in the field and be generous in how we live.  So that is the message for Thanksgiving this year--two parts.  Part number one:  When you pass through the water of baptism, hold nothing out of the water.  Part two:  Leave some grain in the field so God can teach you how generous he is.  Amen.
