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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

A Fair Balance
Mark 5:21-43; ll Corinthians 8:7-15

I have a question left over from last Sunday’s sermon.  As you
remember, the Gospel lesson was the story of Jesus calming the wind and
sea as he and his disciples traveled from Capernaum over to the Gentile
shore.  We talked about what they discovered on the other side of the storm
and what kind of peace and assurance we might find in the storms of our
lives.

But what about the people in the other boats?  As Mark tells the story,
he focuses on the boat in which Jesus was fast asleep during the storm, yet
he also tells us that there were other boats with them.  We don’t know how
many boats there were or who was in them, but we can assume they were in
the same fierce storm.  Like the passengers in Jesus’ boat, I imagine the folks
in the other boats feared for their lives.  They also benefitted from Jesus
calming the wind and the waves.  What Jesus did helped everyone who was
on the sea that night.

How many times in the past year have you heard someone say, “We are
all in this together.”?  How often have you heard, “We’re all in the same
boat.”?  Many times.  In fact, I have said those things as I suspect you have
as well.  At some point, Deborah heard that someone had described what was
happening in a slightly different way.  They said, “It is true that we are all in
the same fierce storm, but we are in different boats.”  How true that has been. 
We are all in this together, yet my particular boat is different from your boat
which is different from someone else’s boat.  We are in different boats in the
same storm.

Paul understood this fact of life and believed that Jesus had taught and
modeled a response to it.  In the compilation of some of his letters that we
now know as II Corinthians, Paul reminds his friends in Corinth of their
responsibility to help people who are in a different boat.  Listen:



Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in
knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so we
want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.  I do not say
this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of your love
against the earnestness of others.  For 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.  And in this matter I am giving my advice: it is appropriate for
you who began last year not only to do something but even to
desire to do something—now finish doing it, so that your
eagerness may be matched by completing it according to your
means.  For if the eagerness is there, the gift is acceptable
according to what one has—not according to what one does not
have.  I do not mean that there should be relief for others and
pressure on you, but it is a question of a fair balance between
your present abundance and their need, so that their abundance
may be for your need, in order that there may be a fair balance. 
As it is written, "The one who had much did not have too much,
and the one who had little did not have too little."

II Corinthians 8:7-15

Paul reminds the Gentile Christians in Corinth that a year before they
had been gung ho to provide support to the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem
who were having a really difficult time.  In chapters 8-9 of this letter, he uses
a very important word ten times–charis.  Charis is a word we often translate
as grace but Paul used it to mean gift, generosity, kindness, privilege, and
thanks.

Apparently, there had been a year-long delay in getting that monetary
gift to the believers in Jerusalem.  Paul understood human motivation, so he
talked about the gift being what he called “a fair balance.”  He knew that some
people would wonder why folks in Corinth should help people in Jerusalem
whom they had never met.  No doubt these Gentile converts were aware that
some Jewish believers felt strongly that Gentiles had to become Jews before
they could follow Jesus.  Why help people who don’t think that you are the
right kind of people?  Presumably, there were a few folks who wondered out
loud what might happen to them if they gave away some of their hard earned
money and then fell on hard times themselves.  They had probably heard
Jesus’ teaching on discipleship in which he told the young lawyer that if he
wanted to follow him, he would have to sell everything he had and give the
money to the poor first.  Some of them might have figured that other people
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in their fellowship who were better off financially would step up and provide
the gift.  Surely other, logical, practical, reasonable questions and excuses
pushed this charis, this grace, further and further back.

So Paul explained his understanding of Gospel generosity which he
called “a fair balance.”  To do so, he reached way back to the first instance of
charis from God which was the gift of manna every morning to the Israelites
wandering in the desert.

As you recall, each morning the Hebrews discovered something like
dew covering the ground.  When it dried, it was a soft flaky substance and
they asked, “What is it?”  The Hebrew word for that question is manna.  They
were able to take this substance and bake it into bread which sustained them
throughout their journey.  It worked this way: each family would gather the
manna they would need for the day based on the measurement known as an
omer.  Regardless of the size of the family, it always turned out that everyone
had the right amount, no more and no less.

Paul applied this fair balance principle to the Corinthians’ pending gift. 
He explained that he was not asking them to put themselves in poverty in
order to help other people.  Instead, he was asking them to give out of their
abundance–what is above what is essential–to help others.  Your abundance
will meet their need, he said.  If hard times visit you, their abundance will
come to meet your need.

Paul was smart enough not to ask for a specific amount of money for
this gift.  He knew that approach could backfire.  Many of us grew up hearing
about the tithe, an Old Testament principle of giving a tenth of one’s income
to the temple.  The tithe is a good goal worth striving for.  Yet, the emphasis
on tithing has, at times, resulted in less rather than more resources for
ministry.  Let me explain.

A couple of years ago, during one of those intense meetings when we
are trying to figure out how to meet the church’s budget, someone asked me
why I don’t preach on tithing.  I explained that the tithe, as we often present
it, becomes a distraction as we chase the rabbit of trying to figure out exactly
what it means.  Are we talking about income?  Usually.  If so, do we figure the
tithe on our gross or net income?  In other words, do we use a before or after
tax figure?  And do we include all of the money we give to charities other than
the church?  Do we give ten percent to the church and additional money to
other causes?  Or can we pull out ten percent and use that money for all
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charitable giving?  Since investment and non-cash assets are not considered
income, we don’t have to include them, do we?

By the time we chase down all of these answers, we have forgotten why
we were talking about tithing in the first place.  Moreover, the reality is that
some people cannot afford to give ten percent of their income to the church
or any other charity.  Should they feel bad because they like to eat and have
a roof over their heads?  Other people can afford to give more than ten
percent of the income to the church.  Should they stop at ten percent since
that is all that God asked them to give?

Paul was wise and he suggested that each of us, no matter our
circumstance, consider a fair balance.  What is your abundance?  What has
God provided that is a grace to you, a gift that is overflowing your need? 
What can you share with others?  What would be considered a privilege for
you to donate?  If the tables were turned, what would you hope other people
would share with you?

A fair balance.  Not too much.  Not too little.  A sufficiency.  When
Deborah and I started dating, I learned something about perspective.  Coming
from a family of boys, after a delicious meal with extra helpings, if Mom asked
if we wanted more, we would say, “No thank you, I’m full!”  Around my mother-
in-law’s dinner table, when Grace asked her daughters if they wanted
anything more to eat, they would politely reply, “No thank you, I’ve had a
sufficiency.”  Their “sufficiency” was not at all my “full” by a helping or two.

Paul urged living a life of sufficiency so that we have what we need but
also have more that we can share with other people.  We don’t take more
than we need.  We don’t buy more than we need.  We don’t waste.  We are
prudent and frugal so that we can also be generous.

This fair balance approach is gospel.  It is good news.  In Mark’s story
of Jesus returning to the Jewish shore of the sea after the storm, he
demonstrates balance in several ways.

First, he balanced his ministry to Jews and Gentiles as well as to people
with physical needs and those with psychological and spiritual needs.  Mark
is known in his gospel for what scholars call a “Markan sandwich.”  He begins
a story like the one of Jairus whose daughter was ill and, in the middle of it,
he drops in another story like the one about the woman who was sick with a
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chronic hemorrhage.  One story is the two pieces of bread, the other story is
the meat.

The fair balance in these stories occurs in several ways.  You have
Jairus, a lay leader in the synagogue, prominent in the community, boldly
asking Jesus to heal his young daughter.  You also have an unnamed woman
in a crowd who surreptitiously touches Jesus’ robe, hoping it might help her. 
The woman has endured her illness for twelve years and expects it will
continue the rest of her life.  The little girl is twelve years old and sick unto
death.  Despite all of these disparities, each person was met with Jesus’ full
attention and his saving grace.  Each one got what was needed–a
sufficiency–out of the abundance of Jesus’ love and grace.  That is charis. 
That is a gift of grace.

I have been at this a long time.  Some of you have been at it even
longer.  Churches always seem to struggle to meet their budget, and it is not
always that the budget is too large.  Why can’t the excitement that dreamed
of special ministries and programs and the enthusiasm that saw needs and
imagined abundant resources to meet them persist from budget approval all
the way to putting money in an envelope?  Why does our commitment to
developing ministries wane before we get around to funding those ministries?

Paul said that it need not be this way if we look at our ministry and our
giving as a fair balance.  We take stock of our abundance and we give to
meet the need at hand.  If we did that, we would have an abundance as a
church that we could share in creative and life-changing ways.

This principle does not stop with our money.  It is also a way of thinking
about what is essential for life and then living that way.  So in addition to our
money, we also take stock of our talents, our abilities, and our time to
discover ways in which we share those gifts as well.  Through the years, I
have often said that if you are not careful, the church will wear you out with
doing good.  Some of you are nodding your heads.  This will happen only
when someone says “No!” when offered an opportunity to serve and someone
else, who may already have several responsibilities, feels obligated to step up
and take on one more.  Maybe there is good reason.  Maybe we have worn
out the first person.  We need to find a fair balance in the use of our talents
and abilities and time–and everyone needs to participate.

There is another, critical area of life to which the fair balance principle
applies–our interactions with one another.  Over the past year we have all

5



experienced anxiety, frustration, anger, hurt, fear, and sadness.  We have
also experienced kindness and generosity, joy and hope.  We have seen this
pandemic bring out the best in us.  We have watched it bring out the worst in
us.

It is sad that we have allowed certain lines to separate us, dividing us
into sides instead of uniting us in a common struggle.  No matter what issue
might arise, based on a particular perspective we might have, we are pegged
politically, socially, racially, philosophically, and sometimes, religiously. 
Jesus, however, would have had nothing to do with any of the divisions we
have created.

We have a lot of problems that need to be addressed, but we don’t talk
about the problems.  We talk about each other.  We denigrate one another. 
We assume terrible things about one another.  We assign the worst character
traits to one another.

We need to be more generous with one another.  We need to have
charis for one another.  We are all in this together, but we are in different
boats.  If someone walks into a business wearing a mask, don’t ridicule them. 
We don’t know what underlying health conditions they might have.  We don’t
know their greatest fears.  If you walk into a business and no one else is
wearing a mask, don’t ridicule them.  We don’t know whether everyone might
be vaccinated and enjoying the ability to be free of the mask for a while.  A
couple of weeks ago, a man shot and killed a grocery store clerk over a mask
requirement.  We are better than that!  What really matters is the danger that
Coronavirus poses to us all and what we are going to do about it–for the sake
of each other.  We need to be generous with one another.

All of you are familiar with the produce stand that is in front of Hobby
Lobby and across from Target.  Recently, when no one was at the stand, a
customer left a harsh note that because the stand wasn’t open during posted
times, he was going to take his business elsewhere.  What this person didn’t
know is that the elderly man who operates the stand has a variety of health
issues and, like the rest of us, occasionally needs to go see a doctor. 
Unfortunately, he has no one to help him operate the stand so he has to close
it at inconvenient times.  A little generosity toward this man might make a
huge difference in his life at a critical time.  What might a fair balance of
kindness look like for him?
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It has been a hard year–truly unlike any other year for us–but isn’t there
usually a trying circumstance or two?  Health issues, aging, family crises,
natural disasters, good times–all of these things happen to us all the time. 
Life ebbs and flows.  Change is inevitable.  Sometimes growing pains are
challenging.  Through it all, God provides “manna”–sustenance and help.  We
need to pay attention, ask what it is, and enjoy what God offers–not too much,
not too little.

A fair balance.  Out of my abundance, I can meet your need.  In turn,
your abundance will help meet my need.  Together, we meet the needs of
other people and share God’s love in the process.  Always–always–God’s
abundance and generosity meet our needs.

We may not all be in the same boat, but we are on the same sea.  Let’s
make sure we get safely to the other side together.  Amen.
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June 27, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We pray for your Gracious Spirit to dwell with us, O God, because we
are a fearful and restless people.  We know that we cannot travel this journey
of life alone and that we need your presence to comfort and encourage us. 
We need your companionship to guide and instruct us as we walk through
uncertain and challenging days as well as seasons of joy and abundance.  So
we come to this place seeking you, offering our thanks for all the good gifts
you have provided, and trusting that you will reveal yourself to us, not only
here but in every circumstance of life.

We pray for your Holy Spirit to fill us, O Lord, because we can be a
distracted and impatient people.  The noise and busyness around us and the
insecurity and turmoil within us often cause us to overlook the signs of your
nearness and miss the evidence of your work in our world and in our lives. 
We become so preoccupied with tasks and deadlines and our own agendas
that we are not mindful of the work of your Spirit and are apathetic to the
needs around us.  Too often we mistake small things for great and confuse
the temporary with the eternal.  Teach us to make space for solitude and
silence in our lives and in our hearts, help us to listen attentively for the quiet
murmurings of your Spirit, and open our hearts more fully to you and to one
another.

We pray for your Mighty Spirit to move among us, O God, because we
are a divided and hard-hearted people.  The work of living in community is
difficult, Lord, and we do not always do it well.  We are often frightened by our
differences, indifferent to the suffering around us, and cynical about the
intentions of others.  You have called us to love one another, but we keep a
safe distance  in order to protect our own interests and feelings rather than
being vulnerable to the risks and joys of welcoming the stranger and sharing
in meaningful relationships with those around us.  Grant to us the courage to
reach out beyond these walls and beyond ourselves to a world that is hurting. 
Give us the vision to look beyond color or class or status to love all our
brothers and sisters in the human family, to be messengers of your grace to
all who are bound by fetters of injustice and hopelessness, and to see in each
one we encounter a reflection of the image of Christ, whose example we seek
to follow and whose life and light we are sent out to share.  Gracious, Holy,
Mighty Spirit, dwell with us and empower us to be the Body of Christ, for the
sake of the world you have called us to love.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


