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THE FOURTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Thanks for the Work
Ecclesiastes 5:18-20; John 43-51

A burglar broke into a house one night.  He shined his
flashlight around looking for valuables, and when he picked up a
pair of silver goblets to place in his sack, a strange voice sliced
the darkness saying, “Jesus is watching you.”

He nearly jumped out of his skin.  He turned off his flashlight
and froze.  When he heard nothing else, he shook his head,
clicked his light back on, and began looking for more valuables.

Just as he unplugged a laptop and lifted it off a desk he
heard, “Jesus is watching you.”

Freaked out, he shined his light around frantically, looking
for the source of the voice.  Finally, in the corner of the room, his
light landed on a parrot.

“Did you say that?” he hissed at the parrot.
“Yes,” the parrot confessed.  “I'm just trying to warn you.”
The burglar relaxed.  “Warn me, huh?  What’s your name?”
“Moses,” the bird replied.
“Moses?” the burglar laughed.  “What idiot would name a

parrot Moses?”
The bird promptly answered “Probably the same idiot who

would name a Rottweiler “Jesus!”

Jesus was watching Nathanael.  Obviously he was not hiding in the
shadows about to pounce on him like a Rottweiler after a burglar, but he was
nearby, curious about this man from the village of Cana in the hill country near
his own hometown of Nazareth.

Jesus had noticed Nathanael around the town of Bethsaida.  In
particular, he had seen him sitting under a fig tree.  That sounds mundane
enough until we dig a little deeper to discover the meaning packed into that
image.  Some traditions hold that the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of



Eden was a fig tree instead of an apple tree.  According to one source, the
term “gathering figs” meant studying, particularly the Torah, the biblical books
of the Law.1  The image John draws for us is of Jesus seeing Nathanael
studying Torah under a fig tree and determining that he was a serious,
studious, faithful man.

Jesus was watching Nathanael, taking note, sizing him up, calculating
his benefit to his ministry.  Apparently, he decided that Nathanael would be
ideal for his group of disciples, although he didn’t actually invite him to join up. 
Instead, Jesus promised Nathanael that he would see greater things than
someone who could assess his character from afar.  Nathanael became an
apostle, one of the twelve people who learned from and worked with Jesus. 
He might have been the disciple referred to as Bartholomew in the other
gospel accounts.  His calling was to help other people see God.

Is Jesus watching you?  I think so.  I hope so!  Certainly, he is not
crouched in a corner ready to spring on you at the slightest misstep.  Instead,
with interest, curiosity, delight, and purpose, Jesus is watching us all.

There is a notion that only ministers, missionaries, and, maybe,
seminary professors are “called by God” to the work that they do.  Yet,
nothing is further from the truth of the Gospel.  Keep in mind that not one of
the twelve apostles was ordained.  Granted, Jesus invited or “called” many of
them to join him, but as we see with Nathanael, for a few of them it was
simply the natural thing for them to do.  This group was somewhat separated
during their internship with Jesus, but after his ascension, their primary job
was to integrate back into the community and help other people see Jesus.

The point is that God watches all of us to see what we will do because
God calls all of us to use our natural gifts and abilities to serve one another
and, therefore, to serve God.  God does watch us.

God watches us as children exploring the world, marveling over birds
and rainbows, shells and sunflowers, caterpillars and puddles.

God watches us as young people learning and experiencing the world,
honing skills and picking opportunities, discovering what we like and where
we excel.

1Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds., The Jewish Annotated New Testament: New Revised
Standard Version Bible Translation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 160.
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God watches us as adults settling into the routines of life, choosing a
career, trying on independence, learning to be dependent, discovering our
value in the world.

God watches us as mature people looking back on a life, discerning
contributions and missed opportunities, applying well-honed skills in new and
exciting ways, learning to choose our work in the world.

God watches us all, waiting to find out what we will do with all of the
gifts, the opportunities, the curiosities, imagination, compassion, dreams,
energy, and skills granted to us.  God watches and wonders what we will do
with our gift of life.

We are all called by God, but we sometimes misunderstand the
difference between our vocation and our work.  Our vocation is to be children
of God, followers of Jesus.  To that extent, it does not matter what work we
do because we can honor our vocation in a thousand different ways.  As
Anthony Campollo, sociologist, professor, and preacher, has said, “. . . the
calling of God is to do what Jesus would do if Jesus were in your place.”2  So,
first and foremost, we are called to be children of God.

I believe that we are also called to certain kinds of work because of the
gifts, abilities, and interests that are within us and the needs that are around
us.  For instance, if you believe there is value in learning, creating, exploring,
wondering, expressing, and discovering, you might be called to be a teacher. 
You might also be called to be a scientist or an artist or an historian or an
adventurer or a philosopher or an actor or a writer or a minister or a parent or
dozens and dozens of other occupations that might interest you and allow you
to use all of those amazing talents God has built into the person that is you!

The call of God does not have to be a mystical experience with eerie
voices, strange visions, lightning and thunder.  My own call to follow the path
of a pastor did include a voice–actually two voices.  The first voice I heard
was my grandmother’s who initially planted the idea of becoming a minister
in my head.  The second voice I heard was my own as that seed sent its roots
into my heart.  Most of you, if pushed, could tell the same story.  You chose
a career because someone you admired, someone who had been watching

2Tony Campolo, "Becoming What God Intended You to Be," The Chicago Sunday Evening Club, 30
Good Minutes (Program 4715, January 25, 2004); available online at: http://www.csec.org/csec/sermon/
campolo_4715.htm.
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you, urged you to do so.  You picked a certain path because of your abilities
and interests and the sense of meaning it gives to you.  You do what you do
because you were called whether you name it that way or not!

Today, on this Sunday before Labor Day, let us thank God for the work
we have.  Let us thank God for so generously filling us with skills, abilities,
talents, and desires.  Let us thank God for opportunities that have come to us
and allow us to use our gifts in meaningful ways.  Let us thank God for
opportunities that still await us to discover fresh ways to be useful in the
world.  Let us thank God for calling us to live as Christ in the world.

During this Labor Day weekend, let us also take the time to recognize
the people around us who use their skills and abilities to make life better for
us.  The Postal Service has taken a lot of criticism lately.  For many years our
mail arrived in our mailbox at 11:00 a.m., Monday through Saturday.  I rarely
got to speak to our mailman, but we did often wave if I happened to be home
when he came.  One day about two years after his retirement, I ran into our
former mail carrier at the grocery store.  He not only remembered me but he
called me by name and asked about my family and our church.  He not only
delivered my mail efficiently, he also cared about me.  Without knowing it, he
was Jesus to me that day and many other days when he came by my house.

Who is Jesus for you day by day?  Who works hard to meet the needs
you have, even when you don’t know you have them?  Is it your mail carrier,
the cashier at the store, the delivery person who brings all of those packages
to your door?  Is it the police officer who patrols your neighborhood, the
firefighter who is the first to respond to an emergency, the shop owner who
is a lifelong friend, the people who pick up your garbage every week, the
people who make sure you have electricity and water and safe streets and
other needed services?  We are acutely aware of the work of nurses and lab
technicians and hospital personnel and doctors who are keeping us healthy
right now.  We are mindful of teachers and school staff who are doing all they
can to teach our children.  Who else is working on your behalf?  Who else is
using their skills and abilities to make life better for us and other people? 
Who in your life is being Christ to you?

We are all called by God to live faithfully in the world.  Our work should
be meaningful and bring us enjoyment as the writer of Ecclesiastes suggests. 
If not, then perhaps we need to look around and see where else God might
be calling us.   I have always been amazed that some ministers talk about
how they battled God as they were being dragged down the aisle to surrender
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to the call to preach.  I have wondered if perhaps God was not calling them
into ministry at all and the struggle was actually God trying to take them in a
different direction.  God might be doing the same thing for you, but know this
one thing: your occupation is not the most important thing you do.  What is
important is your vocation because you are called to be a child of God.  How
you live that out in the world is grace and goodness from God.  This week,
take some time and thank God for the work you do and for everyone who
works for you.  Beware: Jesus is watching you.  He just might invite you to do
something else with your life.  Thanks for the work!
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September 6, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we take the time to count our blessings–the reality of a new day
of life, the gift of family and friends, the privilege of work and play, the grace
of love, the skills that are ours, and the salvation that you offer us day by
day–we are blown away, God.  To think that of the billions of souls inhabiting
this earth, you choose to give your attention to each of us.  How blessed we
are!

Thank you, God, for loving us in ways that make a difference today. 
Thank you for offering meaning and opportunity in what we do.  Thank you for
allowing us to imprint ourselves on your world in so many ways and, when we
do so and step away, discover your fingerprints everywhere.

We are grateful for so much that you do for us.  We know that we so
often treat you like a genie in a bottle, hoping to say the right words so that
our wishes are granted.  Fortunately, you treat us like your children and equip
us with the skills and resources that are essential for a good life.  You teach
us to care for one another.  You often use us to grant the wishes that are
good and true.

Thank you, God, for the care you give to us when we are ill, when we
worry, when our hearts are broken with grief, and when we are perplexed and
do not know which path to take.  Thank you for being involved in our often
mundane lives as we sort out details and search for solutions.  Thank you for
never giving up on us even when it appears that we have given up on each
other.

When it seems that we have come to a point of no return, our Father,
lead us forward toward the answers to our prayers.  Save us from apathy and
unconcern.  Regenerate our hearts with compassion for all.  And keep us
tethered to your loving care; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


