                                      “We Are An Offering”
2nd Cor. 8:1-9                                                                                                             John 6:5-14

Romans 15:14-15, 26-29                                               We Are An Offering – Hymn of the Day

Introduction
Today as I preach on the scripture texts and of the place of the offering in the liturgy we’re going to be  a bit silly and a lot serious.  First comes the silly as you watch a video of a man dancing as he gives his offering.  As you watch, ask yourself : “Why is this man dancing?” Brother Franklin Offering Video 
    Don’t mess with the Macedonians – they are serious saints -  especially about offerings.  Note the text: They “begged” Paul for the “privilege” of taking an offering for the poor.

  Ushers:  Raise your hands… Did anyone tackle you today and “beg” you for the “privilege” of taking an offering? 

  Note the modifiers in the Corinthians  text:   The Macedonians were in a “severe” affliction, and out of “extreme” poverty, begged Paul for the privilege of taking an offering for the poor.

      I met a couple of  Macedonian Christians this  week.  At the end of a nursing home worship service  a silver haired  saint – whom I’ll call “St. Helen”  - shouted out  : Where’s the offering?  You forgot to take the offering!”  St. Helen The Macedonian “begging” me for the “privilege” of taking an offering…
      Last week I met a seventeen year old Macedonian Christian whom I’ll call “St. Eric” who was planning a youth-led worship service.   He showed me the format of the service saying with all conviction: “We’re gonna take an offering right?  We’re Christians and we want to tithe and stuff, right?”  St. Eric the Macedonian!

    Don’t’ mess with the Macedonians!…At a previous church  I was privileged to serve with another Macedonian Christian who taught me about Jesus and the purpose of the offering.   To my early chagrin, “St. Ellen” became the new Chair of the Worship Board.  At our first meeting she insisted on having the ushers wear tuxedos and white gloves to take the offering!  Here is a 65 year old traditional Lutheran who insists with red face that  we need to make  the ushers wear tuxedos and white gloves for the offering!  A pastor’s worse nightmare!  Dumbfounded and a worried over what kind of worship board chair she’d make I asked her: “Ellen, WHY in the world do you want the ushers to wear tuxedos and white gloves during the offering?”  I quickly discovered Ellen was a Macedonian Christian!  Her reply: “Because when we take an offering we get to help somebody today!…. And that is the most important thing we can do as Christians!”  St. Ellen the Macedonian…   Speak her words with me: “WE TAKE AN OFFERING BECAUSE WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!... WE TAKE AN OFFERING BECAUSE WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY! 
   Don’t mess with the Macedonians – they’re real serious about the offering of Christ on the cross, and are real serious about taking an offering to help somebody today.  “WE TAKE AN OFFERING BECAUSE WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!”

    St. Ellen, like the Macedonians begged Paul, was BEGGING her pastor for the PRIVELEGE  of taking an offering for the poor.  No ducking the plates. No Blushing at the plates.  No passing over the plates.  But BEGGING for the RIVELEGE of taking an offering.   And, the Macedonians’ economy   was far worse than ours is now!  “Severe affliction!”  “Extreme poverty!”   Don’t mess with the Macedonians!  And, I didn’t mess with St. Ellen – the Macedonian Christian from Tennessee! 
1. There is only ONE true offering that blesses and shapes all of worship – the offering of our Lord Jesus Christ upon the cross.  After Paul tells of the Macedonians begging for the privilege of taking an offering for the poor,  he ends his report by linking their generous offering to the generous offering of Christ upon the cross: “You know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though  he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.”  All of  OUR  financial offerings are  a grace-based and spirit-led  flowing  out of Christ’s most generous offering to us as forgiven sinners upon his cross.  He became poor, that we might become rich in God’s grace, says Paul.
2.  Jesus offering to us was upon the cross.  Our offerings in worship are guided by His Cross lest they be MIS-guided!   Since the 2nd century when the writings of Justin Martyr laid the foundation for the liturgy – the offering is taken and received between the Word read/preached and the Holy Meal. From the cross comes Christ’s offering.  Between the Word and Meal comes our offering. Why?... 

      Well, its kind of like my parents raising me as a young child when we’d go out in public to a restaurant, to church, or to a movie they would always purposely positioned me in between them. Why?  To manage and shape my behavior!  To guide me.  To let me know that there is a direction this family is going to go in public and it is THEM who will set that direction and not me!  The offering is placed between the Word and the Meal to shape and guide that offering according to the Will of the God rather than being guided  according to OUR wills.  The mission of God’s family and the purpose of the offering is cross-shaped,  and are  determined by the Scriptures and the Meal.  This positioning keep’s God’s purpose for the offering and keeps us on course with God’s intentions.  The offering has been placed between the Word and the Meal for 1,800 years…

     When I’d misbehave as a child sitting between my mom and dad in church or somewhere else,  my mother’s long, sharp, red fingernails would dig into my arm pull me back to civility.  Or, when I’d misbehave, my dad would  put his strong arm around me – or give me a squeeze on the knee - and I’d be back on course.   Churches sometimes mis-behave with the offering and collect  it for their own self-aggrandizement which prevents the offering from  being shaped and guided by God’s Word, Meal, and Cross.   So, out in public, I sat between my mom and dad… until I was 18 yrs. old!  ….. Now when I go out in public I have to sit between Dave and Roz!!!!

(A) The Word read and preached.
  The word of God – read and preached – always points us to Christ – but note – when we encounter Jesus in the word almost always he is pointing US to neighbors in need.  Note the Gospel of John and the miracle of the loaves and fish… The story begins by pointing the disciples to Jesus and within two sentences Jesus is pointing the disciples to the needs of their neighbors – the hungry crowds.  The disciples think they’re going on a picnic retreat with Jesus to hear  about religious ideas – but Jesus gives them a religious experience by pointing them to the needs of their neighbors. Jesus is the first to notice and speak about the hungry people in their midst.  Jesus awakens the disciples to the needs of their hungry neighbors. He asks them – and asks us today – an uncomfortable question: “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?” The text says that Jesus asked this of Phillip “to test him”. So too, does Jesus question and test us about responding to our neighbors in need.      The word of God always points to Christ, and Christ always points us towards our neighbors in need.  That is why the offering is taken AFTER the reading and preaching of God’s word – to shape us as disciples towards Christ and our neighbors in need.

(B) The Holy Meal
                   In the meal – like the word read and preached – we meet Jesus – “truly 

                   present” to us in bread and wine.  In this meal, Christ gives himself as

                   the banquet of grace, mercy and forgiveness and we believe he is truly

                   present in love in this meal.  But note: Jesus doesn’t come to this meal

                   alone with us, nor we with him alone… He always brings to this meal

                   with him his family – the least of these – our neighbors in need accom-

                    pany him – are truly present with him to us – in the meal.  So the meal,

                    like the word, is both a blessing and a calling – points us to or presents us

       with the true presence of Christ, but when we meet Christ in word or meal he is always pointing us to our neighbors in need.  Thus the word and meal shape and guide the church’s offering according to God’s Will  - always shaping our offerings to conform to the offerings of the suffering Christ upon the cross. Worship and mission are never separated and neither are the forgiveness of our sins separated from Christ call to love our neighbors in need. 

Luther writes that God does not want or need our money or offerings for himself.  But, writes Luther, God DOES want our offerings for our neighbors in need. 

     And, writes Luther,  God never opened a heart in faith toward him without also opening one’s heart in love towards ones neighbor.   So, for those early Christians – guided singularly by the Word and meal and the Apostle’s teachings – those first Christians placed the offering between the word and meal as a collection for the poor.  The liturgy format, set by Justin Martyr in the second century and followed by Christians down through the last 1800 years have worshipped with word, offering and meal and the original purpose of the offering was primarily for the poor.

3. But who are the poor?
A. Lets let the gospels answer that question.  First Luke talks of the poor as being the “materially” poor.  The Romans text for today says clearly that the offering of the Macedonians was for the materially poor – those without food, shelter, the sick, outcasts, and the weak.  Paul writes in Romans 15: “The Christians of Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to share their resources with the poor among the saints at Jerusalem.  They were pleased to do this, and indeed (writes Paul) they owe it to them; for if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material things.”   In Galatians, chapter 2, Paul says that Peter – already emerging as the leader of the early Church, asked one thing of him as a missionary – “That we remember the poor” in our mission.
         The gospels speak of Jesus as one who befriended the poor.  At the news of her conception,  Mary sang of Jesus coming as being that which would bring help to the poor.  In his ministry, Jesus blessed, ate with, and befriended the poor and said in Matt. 25 that we could find him in the hungry, homeless, sick, imprisoned, as a stranger, and in those who thirst – calls them his “family”.  His first public sermon  quotes Isaiah as saying that the coming Messiah would “bring good news to the poor”. When the offering of the church becomes disconnected from the Jesus of the Gospels and Meal it can end up serving the self-interest of the church rather than being help for the poor.

Story

One of the signs of God’s Spirit among the Macedonians as they begged Paul for the privilege of taking an offering for the poor is “joy”.  Joy in giving for the sake of others is one of God’s gifts of the Holy Spirit.  Dr. Albert Schwietzer wrote: “Those who are happiest among us are those who’ve learned  to serve.”
      In the year 2000,  Community of Joy , Tempe Arizona, was a Lutheran mega-church of 12,000 members situated on a Disney-designed campus that rested on 187 acres.  Throngs of worshippers filled the sanctuary each Sunday.  The offering plates, worship services, and classes  were over flowing.  Everything was there for what one might call a “very successful” church – a blue-print for church growth, except that the pastor, Walt Kalestad,  couldn’t sleep.  He was nagged  perhaps by the Holy Spirit  keeping him up at night  agonizing that  he and his congregation of 12,000 were way off course in their  mission for Christ.   Pastor Kalestad wrote that his congregation came to worship seeking relief and inspiration but did not really want to engage God in  deeper ways, nor did they want to  engage their surrounding community at a deeper level. He realized painfully that over twenty years as their pastor  he’d led them to become a  church blanketed in bubble-wrap that was isolated and set apart from the pressing  needs of the surrounding community – escapist Christianity rather than a Christianity led by the cross of Christ.

   So, one Sunday in  2000 Pastor Kalestad stood in the pulpit and wept in repentance and told his congregation it was “time to grow up in Christ” and reach out to the wider community and to their neighbors in need.   He fired a third of his staff that were brought in to prop up the “big show”… and a third of the members left as well.  The church still hasn’t recovered from those losses but they have recovered their mission FOR OTHERS  and they have recovered their joy!  For the last ten years Community Church of Joy has re-directed their ministry and offerings beyond themselves by  outreaching into the community  both as a church and through small groups!   Word and Meal guide our offerings unto repentance to ensure that Christ’s offering for us is expressed in our offerings for others.  

    When the Church of  Jesus Christ becomes disconnected in its offerings and mission direction from the offering of Christ upon the cross and from the  mission of Christ to their neighbors in need  those churches lose their joy.  The Macedonians had profound joy in begging Paul for the privilege of taking an offering for the poor.

 But again, who are the poor?

   B.  While Luke speaks of the “materially poor” Matthew speaks of the “spiritually poor”  i.e. the poor in spirit.  Fifty percent of us who walk through the door on any given Sunday morning suffer some form of sadness, depression, addiction, loss and grief, worry or anxiety,  loneliness, or hopelessness.   Many of us, at times, are “the poor in spirit”.  It is entirely possible or even probably that  folks in affluent suburbs suffer an unacknowledged malaise or a numbness to self and others brought on by our  separation from others, our multi-tasking busyness, trapped in our routinized lives where there is an intimacy deficit among family members , or as one writer puts it: “a famine of meaning and belonging.” … Our offerings also go to support  ministries to the “spiritually poor”.  

 Story
Pastor Dave and I took 40 Iowa teens to New York City in 1988 and there we visited the largest non-profit soup kitchen in the state – housed in Holy Angels Episcopal Church.  Each day the church fed 1000 homeless and hungry folks – each day!  As we sat in the sanctuary  their priest welcomed us  and told of the feeding ministry there.  She shocked us by saying – very seriously – that she was thinking of shutting down the feeding ministry.  With her furrowed brow and taught face and emotionless voice, it was clear to me that this priest had lost her joy for ministry!   She lamented with deep regret that her whole staff and congregation were caught up in feeding 1000 persons per day but that their worship numbers had dropped  significantly over the years to less than 100 worshippers… that they no longer gathered for bible study, prayer, or support groups.  The priest felt that the church had drifted away from word, sacrament, worship, and prayer and had evolved into a purely social service ministry.  She asked us: “Is THIS the way to be the church of Jesus Christ – without God’s word?  Without worship? Without Sunday School?  Without prayer?  Without teaching the faith?  Yes we feed 1000 hungry people each day but few come to the Lord’s Table to be fed!  Our members are no longer hungry for God!”  She quoted scripture: “Man does not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  The priest had lost her joy because she felt that the church had lost an essential part of Christ’s  mission – to feed people with word and worship – not just to feed hungry belly’s with food.  She felt that she and her church were spiritually poor. Feeding bellies and not feeding souls and minds starves the Spirit and joy out of Christians.  So, just like Pastor Kalestad at Community of Joy Church,  this  pastor’s joy, too, was lost.  And she pondered what kind of repentance was needed to balance Christ’s ministry at Holy Apostle’s?
                  And so we at Faith Lutheran discover our joy comes when we use part of our offerings for the materially poor but also for the spiritually poor in our midst to support a vital and vibrant music ministry. How poor in spirit would we be at Faith if we didn’t have the joy of music!...   Music and song,  far from being about performance and show, is a ministry of medicine – of healing – to those of us who are the poor in spirit.  Music changes our brains waves, lifts our heavy hearts,  and as a sacrament of the Spirit puts joy in our bodies and emotions.  “Singing is praying twice” writes St. Augustine.   Music and song salve our emotions and eases – just a bit – depression and anxiety,  lowers high blood pressure and raises low spirits!   And, music brings us together. How poor in spirit would we be if we didn’t have the medicine of music – so some of our offering also goes to this vital ministry.

            How poor in spirit would we be if we didn’t have a Sunday School and confirmation program of 200 kids who – if not for this church  - would not have been bathed in God’s word, mentored in prayer, loved by others, and led into mission?  A teen can have a full ride to college, and win all the big awards and have the best social network and tons of  Face Book friends but if that teen has not been marinated in God’s Word and doesn’t know the least thing about how to pray – I believe they indeed are poor in spirit.  And so, part of our offering goes to support children and youth ministry.

    How poor would we be if we didn’t meet on Sunday for word, prayer, song, and worship?  Outside these walls we are separated by age and politics and move into our economic  ghettos etc. but here at Faith we come together and join our hearts and voices as one people,  blending our voices in prayer, song, and worship.   How poor in spirit would we be if we couldn’t come together for worship, word, and meal? How poor in spirit would Clive be, if Faith Lutheran weren’t here.

  And we have this wonderful building – how poor in spirit would we be if we didn’t have a church home whose classes, small groups, and worship doors are open to all?  The life span of a mall is 30 years.  Twenty-five years ago two congregations – like Christ upon his cross -  DIED to themselves and offered themselves up as an offering to God’s new mission and became a new creation - a new people of God  born unto God’s new purpose for them.  In those early days of Faith, sacrifice, abundant offerings and lots of joy went hand in hand in the new creation of Faith Lutheran Church. Offerings went into building that new church – its mission and building -  not to last – like a mall – thirty years – but 300 years!  So, Faith Friends, we’re in the mission here together for God’s long haul, for generations down the road  – and an effective building as a “Lantern to the Community”  is a vital part of Christ’s mission here.   How spiritually poor would we be without this church building – nowhere to call “home” for baptisms, worship, classes,  funerals, weddings,  and gatherings – a “second home” for countless youth, seniors, and all the friends of Faith.     How spiritually poor would we and Clive and Des Moines be without Faith Lutheran Church!  So, some of our offering goes to support the building and this place of worship, education, and fellowship.

  Lastly,   we began the sermon by watching “Brother Franklin” dance as he dropped his offering into the collection bowl.  I asked you to think about “Why is this man  dancing”?  Any hunches? …  Was he dancing because he enjoyed the beat of the music?  Was he dancing because now he had a worship stage on which to perform and be seen?...   He was dancing, I believe, because like the Macedonian Christians, he had JOY in his heart at the giving of his offering to help others.  Remember what St. Ellen said – the Macedonian Christian worship board chair who begged for the ushers to wear white gloves and tuxedos while taking the offering?   “We take an offering BECAUSE WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!”    That’s why Brother Franklin is dancing and the Macedonians had joy in their giving – an offering they BEGGED Paul to take… an offering that was not a royal pain but a holy privilege to take because in taking an offering… shout it with me:  WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!……. WE GET TO HELP SOME BODY TODAY! …WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!................ Christ offered himself for us… On the cross he “became poor so that we might become rich” in God’s grace.   In our offering – cross-shaped by Word and Meal to God’s purposes - we  offer ourselves for our neighbors in need, the materially poor AND the spiritually poor .…  what a PRIVELEGE!...  LET US DANCE IN JOY WITH THE MACEDONIANS AND BROTHER FRANKLIN!  And those who can’t dance at the plate offering haven’t yet heard the music of Christ’s offering! 

  On his death bed Luther wrote: “It is true. We are beggars all.”  We are beggars of God’s grace worshipping at the cross of Christ today.  Graced again by His offering for us.… Fed  by God’s Word and Meal let us shout out in worship like the silver haired nursing home saint: “Where’s the offering?”   Let us put on our tuxedos and white gloves and  dance with Brother Franklin!   Let us BEG one another , my Macedonian Christian friends, for the PRIVELEGE of taking an offering to HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!   IN THE OFFERING WE GET TO HELP SOMEBODY TODAY!   Amen.

