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Sermon:  Matthew 5: 1-12 (All Saints)

Two men were shipwrecked on an island.  After exploring for a short time, one of them started screaming and yelling, “We’re going to die!  We’re going to die!  There’s no food, no water!  We’re going to die!”  The other man propped himself up against a palm tree, unconcerned.  The first man shouted at him, “Don’t you understand?  We’re going to die!”

The second man said, “You don’t understand.  I make $100,000 a week.”  The first man looked at him like he was crazy.  “What difference will that make?  We have no food, no water.  We’re going to die!”  The second man said, “You just don’t get it.  I make $100,000 a week and I tithe.  My pastor will find me!”

Today we celebrate All Saints Day.  I was interested to learn a bit of the history behind this.  In the Eastern Orthodox Church, the feast of All Saints grew in prominence in the 9th century, under the reign of Byzantine Emperor Leo the 6th.  After the death of his wife, Leo built a church, with the intention of dedicating it to her.  But the pope intervened, forbidding him to do so.  So he decided to dedicate it to “All Saints,” implicitly including his wife.  And this is how the feast changed from a commemoration of All Martyrs to All Saints.  A beautiful story.  No wonder they called him Leo the Wise.

As Episcopalians we love our Saints.  Just take a look at the church calendar that we follow.  Far more often than not, at Morning Prayer and at the Wed Eucharist we observe one of the saints included in the companion volume to the BCP, Holy Women, Holy Men.

I think one of the reasons we love our saints is that they were not, well, always saints.  Several years ago the Wall St. Journal had an article titled, “Saints Misbehavin.”  [I bet some of you might actually catch the word play on the song, “Aint Misbehavin.”]  The article was written by Thomas Craughwell, author of a book titled, Saints Behaving Badly.  He tells us about Jaques Fesch, a convicted murderer guillotined by the French state in 1957.  Who repented while in prison, and was reported to be a candidate for sainthood in the RC Church.

Then there was St. Callixtus of Rome, who died in 222.  An embezzler, brawler, and twice convicted felon.  Who repented, became a priest, then pope, and died a martyr.  And not to slight the women saints, St. Pelagia was the porn queen of 5th century Antioch.  Her contemporary, St. John Chrysostom, said that, “nothing was more vile than she was, when she was on the stage.”

In all cases there was a dramatic turnaround, a transformation all the more powerful considering their former lives.  And this takes us to our gospel lesson, which speaks of those who are poor in spirit.  Somehow, though some person or circumstance, each of these saints confronted the poverty of their lives.  Coming to see themselves in the light of a holy God.  And were broken, contrite, and penitent.  Poor in spirit, and blessed by it.

Poor in spirit.  Not just the poor, as the gospel of St. Luke has it.  Some actually quite rich, or having wealth within their grasp.  Take St. Augustine of Hippo, who penned those famous words, “Give me chastity and continence [sexual abstinence], but not yet.”  Augustine’s first ambition was to practice law, and to lead a secular life of wealth and physical pleasure.  From the age of 16 he lived openly with a mistress, being with her for 14 years and fathering a son.

But he found himself in a moral dilemma.  He had been impressed with the preaching of Bp Ambrose, and one day he heard a child say, in a singsong voice, “Take and read, take and read,” Augustine picked up a Bible and turned randomly to a passage.  It was Romans 13: 13-14:  “ . . . let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy.  Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.”  Poor in spirit, and blessed.

So it was with St. Francis of Assisi.  One of his earliest biographers, Angelo, writes of his youth, “He was a spendthrift, and everything he earned went on eating and carousing with his friends.”

But things changed for Francis.  One day he met a leper when he was riding near Assisi.  Overcoming his revulsion, Francis dismounted, gave the man a coin and kissed his hand.  The leper gave him the kiss of peace in return.  Some days later Francis took a large sum of money to the leper hospital.  Gathering all the inmates together he distributed it, kissing each of their hands.  On his deathbed Francis said, “This is how God inspired me to embark upon a life of penance.”  A gift of a life of poverty, a blessing to one aware of his poverty of spirit.

Many others turned away from lives of wealth and comfort.  St. Anthony of the Desert, Mother Teresa, Dorothy Day.  And Thomas Merton.  I knew him from his writing on Contemplative Prayer, of his friendship with the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, and of Merton’s life as a Trappist monk.  But I didn’t know of his earlier life, while at Cambridge.

From Adrian House’s biography of St. Francis:  “Thomas Merton . . . was middle class, rich, vain . . . and attractive; he used these assets to give good parties and seduce girls of a lower class for whom he had feelings no deeper than sexual pleasure . . . [In] 1933 one of them bore him a son, and he was relieved when his guardian paid off the mother and obliged him to return home to America.  There, six years later, at the end of a wild night with his friends he suddenly thought, “I am going to be a priest.”

Just to be clear, we are not all called to the priesthood in this way.

My story is akin to those who found themselves in poverty of spirit, and then blessed.  And part of that blessing was a new understanding about money.

I have admitted before that I have had a long struggle over money.  But over the course of my Christian journey, I came to understand that I needed to give more.  When we returned to the faith in 1984 and attended the Church of England, we gave more than most.  When we moved to CA and attended St. Timothy’s, we made a point to give more than the average pledge.  I didn’t want other families to subsidize our contribution to the parish, since I believed that our income was better than average.  And there was another step upward in coming to All Saints of the Desert, seven years ago.  When we began to tithe my salary.

On Oct 20th I attended my father’s memorial service in Dover TN.  Dad had asked me to say a few words about him during the service, and I thought about what I wanted to focus on.  He was fiercely patriotic (Duty, Honor, Country will be on his tombstone, along with the Navy emblem).  He and my mother were very strong on education.  Family was supremely important to them.  But in the end I focused on two parts – the steadfast nature of his faith and his changing attitude towards money.

Dad had more than his share of tragedy in his life.  In the mid 1950’s, my mother contracted polio and nearly died.  In 1978, my younger brother Jim died unexpectedly, from an aneurism.  When my mother was only 67, she died from cancer.  Through all this his faith never wavered.

What did change was his attitude towards money.  He grew up during the Great Depression, and saw his father’s investments plummet by 80%.  When my mother contracted polio, there was no insurance coverage for this.  Despite having a good job as an engineer with the Bell System, their medical bills were more than my father’s gross income.  To say he was frugal doesn’t come close.  He was always generous with my brother and me, but never spent money on himself.  Later in life he told me that for many years when he was younger, he didn’t contribute that much to the church.

That changed.  Some years back, The Wall St. Journal had a piece on J & R Lamb Studios.  Founded in 1857, they have been in the business of producing stained glass windows for 150 years.  Now my father has always loved stained glass windows, and he decided that he wanted to donate some to the Dyers Creek Church he attended.  I convinced him to do it before he died, so he could enjoy them himself.  Which he did.

At my dad’s memorial service, the pastor, Jeff Wallace confided to the congregation what many had suspected – that my father was the “anonymous donor” of the stained glass windows.  Jeff also confided that at first, he wasn’t so sure that he really wanted them.  But dad had persuaded him by describing the windows he had in mind.  Every window portrayed an event in the life of Jesus, from his birth to his ascension.  Dad explained how this was just another way of teaching about the life of Jesus.  Jeff said that this had convinced him.  So the Dyers Creek Church in Dover TN has eight full size stained glass windows produced and installed by J&R Lamb Studios.

For many years Dad tithed to his church.  He never did spend money on himself, but he did give money to his grandchildren and to various charities.  He had a better appreciation for the use of money than just about anyone I have known.

We don’t give to balance the church budget, we give to God in response to what God has given us.  We give like we give to our children – out of joy, because we can, as a tangible reminder of our love for them, as something that can help them be safe, or happy, or whole.

And we give because it’s part of being in the Kingdom.  Where we are free from the fear of scarcity, free from seeking meaning and security in our financial assets.  And when enough of us respond as we should, we will be free from a world of hunger, and disease, and the brutal suffering of poverty.  Something future generations will judge as barbaric.

Our gospel is clear.  Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Recognizing our spiritual poverty is the first step.  Allowing God to change us is the next.
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