Stewardship Sermon for 16 October 2016

This is the day that the Lord has made!  Let us rejoice and be glad in it!  
Good morning!  My name is Sue Swanson.  My husband Ron and I moved to Bedford two years ago, to be near our daughter and her family.  As a newcomer in town, I began looking for ways to meet new people and become a part of this community.  I came here and found you!   The warm welcome given to me by Chris, Rachel, and the rest of you has fed my soul!  I have found a church home and a venue for my interest in social ministry and creation care.  I have also found that the Tuesday morning basket-making sessions are a great way to meet great people!   Nevertheless, I was astonished when Barbara Perry asked me to speak to you this morning.  Not only am I a fairly new member of St. Paul’s, I am even new to the Episcopal Church!  However, here I am, by the grace of God.  

It has taken me a long time to see the connection between today’s lessons and my own faith journey.  Unlike Luke’s widow, I am happily married and enjoying a comfortable retirement!  And unlike Jacob, I do not fear to meet my siblings, nor have I physically wrestled with anyone, except maybe my grandsons!  However, I have had spiritual struggles and I have definitely wrestled with today’s texts!  I have Chris to thank for pointing out what now seems obvious—that I, like the people in today’s readings, can be persistent; that I, too, can persevere.  For today’s lessons are all about persistence and perseverance in seeking our heart’s desire. 
As a Christian, I believe that God calls me to serve, but the how of that service has often eluded me.  I have yearned in vain for a Damascus Road experience. Instead, I have more often felt like Jacob, crying out for a blessing but getting no reply.  What I pray for, what I wrestle for, is a spiritual vocation, a direction to give my life purpose and meaning.  This sense of vocation does not come easily and it is still a work in progress for me, but I am encouraged to believe I am on the right path.
Thirty-five years ago, when I was at home with two young children, I felt called to become active in the social outreach ministry of our church, St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in Morgantown, West Virginia.  As I thought and prayed for a way to serve, I became aware of Bread for the World. I became fascinated by their mission: to encourage elected officials to pass legislation that both addressed immediate needs and developed long-term solutions to the problem of hunger.  Surely this was an effective collective response to a problem bigger than any one parish or community.
While I don’t remember the specifics of those early letters, what I do remember is the excitement of being a part of something larger than myself; of working across denominational boundaries towards a common goal. I felt that I was, at least in part, fulfilling something of my purpose in God’s world; I was grateful that I could be a stay-at-home Mom and yet still be a part of something larger than myself, a part of God’s work in the wider world.
However, I soon realized that Bread doesn’t always succeed and rarely succeeds in full.  For instance, this year’s request to fund global nutrition programs was funded at only half of the original ask.  Sometimes it takes years of lobbying and thousands of letters and calls before a proposal is approved.  But Bread has persevered for over forty years, persistently advocating for the hungry and the poor here in the US and around the world.  So I also persevered, writing, making phone calls, and helping to organize Offerings of Letters in four different churches.  Like the widow in Luke’s gospel, I have joined with Bread to make a holy clamor for justice to those in need.  

Once I retired, I had another crisis of vocation.  Without small children or a job to claim my time and energy, I felt adrift and lacking in purpose.  I wanted to be a part of something beyond myself, but I didn’t know what. So once again, I knocked on God’s door in prayer, asking for direction.  At Bedford Day last year, I found the Mothers Out Front booth.  I was excited by the way this group combined the personal with the political in working for cleaner energy and a sustainable future for our children.  Here was an opportunity that combined my desire for local connections, my concern for the environment and the effects of global warming, and my commitment to be a faithful steward of God’s creation!  
Over the past year, I have been involved with Mothers Out Front and the coalition working to pass a future-friendly energy bill.  One small part of the package addressed the problem of natural gas leaks in the local service pipelines around the state.  Whereas leaks that are an imminent danger to human safety are fixed quickly, there are many others left alone because they do not pose an immediate threat.  A legislative aide I called said that fixing gas leaks was not a controversial issue but the proposed legislation was not a priority.  However, the persistence of people involved in the campaign paid off and gas leaks were addressed in the final omnibus energy bill passed this summer!  Like Luke’s widow, the coalition of citizens kept knocking on the doors of the State House, and eventually the legislature heard us and incorporated many of our requests into their bill!  
These are success stories, at least in part!  They are real reasons to be encouraged and to keep persevering.  But many times success is elusive and the future is obscure.  Sometimes our way forward seems to demand backtracking.  This is when we are most in need of persistence!  We need persistent faith in both the power and the mercy of God.  We are imperfect, our vision is cloudy and our efforts always incomplete.  Working together we have somewhat more strength and power, but ultimately, we all come short and must humbly cry to our Creator for assistance.  Even when we are disappointed, we must keep wrestling and not give up.  We must keep on keeping on, until we finally can claim the promise that Jesus made to his disciples at the end of our Gospel reading, “I tell you, God will quickly grant justice to them who call upon His name.”  
This is the classic and orthodox way to interpret this Gospel text; even Jesus explicates the parable by telling his disciples that God is surely more responsive than the wicked judge and will hasten to hear their prayers even as the wicked judge heard and answered the widow.  But yesterday I realized that there could be another way to read and understand this text.  What if we are like the judge and not the widow?  What if it is our Lord who, like the persistent widow, is knocking on the door of our hearts?  How do we respond?

This less orthodox interpretation is more easily understood in the context of stewardship, but what about persistence?  How does it relate to stewardship?  Most of us agree that we as Christians are stewards of God’s creation, including our own unique gifts.  We have been entrusted with the care of this world, with the care of our communities, our families and our own selves.  Stewards are care-takers, looking after the present in order to preserve it for the future.  We don’t always get it right; our efforts are not always successful, but we are asked to keep trying, to be persistent, to persevere!  Today’s texts tell us that God rewards this persistence. Justice will be granted if we persist.  Jesus calls us to pray, “Thy kingdom come, Oh Lord. Thy will be done, in our lives, on this earth, as it is in heaven.”  Amen.
