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MY CUP OVERFLOWS

Are you rich? Yes, that’s what I asked: “Are you rich?” I won’t ask for a show of hands today. Perhaps you are shocked I even would even ask such a question. After all we are in church where we talk about “offerings,” “gifts,” “resources,” but seldom talk about money (except when we discuss the annual budget). 


Are you rich? Perhaps you think I’ve crossed the line and moved from preaching to meddling. You might think, “What right does this preacher have to ask that of me?” I can ask you lots of other personal questions. “Are you married? Divorced? Do you have grandchildren?” I can ask for your opinions on the health insurance bill in Congress, on the right to carry guns, on the legal rights for civil unions, on whether or not we should allow abortions. And here at church we can ask lots of questions about your personal beliefs. “Do you believe in God? Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus? Do you believe in hell?” (I ask that question in weeks like this when the temperature soars to almost 100 degrees!) You don’t say I crossed the line with these questions, do you? 


Are you rich? I know the nervous laugh and the comments: “Compared to whom—Bill Gates?” “Have you seen my mortgage payment?” “Have you checked your investments this year?”


Our Study Team is reading a book by Loren Mead—Financial Meltdown in the Mainline?  He tells of asking church groups the question, “Are you rich?” Mead says we are so uneasy with this question because for North Americans wealth is the natural condition of every person who reads his book on the financial meltdown in churches. He says we are addicted to money because money owns and controls us rather than something we own and control for our own purposes. So we won’t talk about it. Mead writes, “We want to have money; we want more money; we envy other people’s money; and yet we disdain the ‘rich’ for having it.” 1

Loren Mead says our relationship to money is not a financial issue; it is a spiritual issue. The spiritual issue is not how much we give to Vienna Baptist Church and other good causes. The spiritual issue is how we deal with our guilt that we have this money and that this money “has” us. We need to repent. And part of that repentance is to acknowledge our relationship with money and to accept how rich we really are compared to 95% of the rest of the world. When I ask a follower of Jesus, “Are you rich?” we can say with the poet of Psalm 23, “Yes. I am rich. In fact, my cup overflows.”

The Psalmist does not ask the question, “Is your glass half full or half empty?” but declares instead, My cup overflows.” This psalmist declares that the Gracious Shepherd/Host provides all that we need. Do you know about the child who, when asked how much ice cream she wants, declares, “Too much!”? In earlier days she has stated clearly how much ice cream she wants, but she hears, “I’m sorry, honey. That’s too much!” So the little girl learns to indicate exactly the amount of ice cream she really desires: “Too much!” And the psalm operates out of the assumption that our Lord provides “too much”--an overflowing cup of ice cream. 

Jesus says in our gospel lesson for today: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back” (Luke 6:37-38). Jesus portrays Divine forgiving and Divine giving as being like grain that flows all over us. The word “lap” is not an accurate image here. The word translated “lap” (kolpos) literally means one’s chest or the fold of a garment around the upper body. Our choir members don’t have robes on today, but this child Danielle has an apron to illustrate my point. Please stand and hold your apron as if you are catching grain coming down from above. Thank you. Jesus imagines us pulling out the fold in our robe about chest-high in order to make a basket to catch the falling grace as we walk around.


Rabbi Jesus believes that the more generous we are with others, the more we will recognize the generosity of the Lord. And the more we recognize the generosity of the Lord, the more generous we will be with others. It’s a reciprocal relationship, Jesus tells us. “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.” 


When we realize this reciprocal relationship regarding giving, we become more thankful. Rabbi Harold Kushner says in his book, The Lord is My Shepherd, that gratitude is the fundamental religious emotion because the spirit of gratitude is where religion begins in the human heart. 2 In other words, it’s the attitude of gratitude. And the attitude of gratitude comes out of a new way of seeing. Earlier today we sang, Now Thank We All Our God as our expression of worship and gratitude. 
AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE

One of the main themes of my ministry, and one of my favorite sermon titles, is “There is Enough!” I don’t think I can emphasize this message too often: “There is Enough!” You see, our constant emphasis on scarcity and on what we do not have is a myth. A myth is the not an untrue story. A myth is the governing story by which we structure our lives. And we choose to believe either the myth of scarcity or the myth of abundance. 


The story of the Bible--from Genesis to Revelation--is the story of abundance. From the creation of the earth out of abundant and overflowing love to the consummation of history in the elaborate heavenly city where we have more than we need and where there is no want, the word from the Lord throughout the Bible is, “Do not be afraid; there is enough!” 


Jesus lived out of the myth of abundance all of his life. When we study the only miracle story to appear in all four gospel accounts--the feeding of the 5,000--we discover that Jesus lives out the myth of abundance in a world that revolves around the myth of scarcity. The disciples tell him, “There is not enough to feed all of these people!” but Jesus finds a boy with loaves and fish and who is ready and willing to share with others. The miracle to me is not so much the multiplication of loaves and fish as it is that people begin to believe in Jesus and in his myth of abundance. They realize that by sharing what they have, there will still be enough for them and for everyone else. And the baskets of bread left over demonstrate that Jesus is right: There is enough! It’s an attitude of gratitude.  

Psalm 23 can help us cultivate an attitude of gratitude each time we pray my cup overflows!  Let’s practice saying this phrase together for the rest of my sermon. We do not believe in the myth of scarcity but have an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now) my cup overflows!

An attitude of gratitude will change the way we live! When Becky and I lead marriage enrichment conferences, we say that we have no scientific evidence or hard statistical data for this belief, but we believe that when two persons are attracted to one another, they probably like about 90% of what they see and would like to change about 10% of the other person. You can adjust the percentages as you wish, but you see our point. When we are first attracted to another person, we see mostly what we like. We spend the hours before marriage oohing and aahing about one another and about what we love about the other. 


Somehow, though, the marriage ceremony changes the dynamic. It usually happens on the honeymoon. We begin to stop emphasizing the 90% that we like and begin to spend our time, energy and emotion on the 10% we wish to change. How different our relationships would be if we spent our time in thankfulness for the 90% of the other person that we affirm and love! It’s an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now!) my cup overflows!


What if we approached our children with an attitude of gratitude? I once heard James Dobson say that when a baby is born, our question is, “Is my child normal?” and then that is the last time in that child’s life when “normal” is good enough. We like our children to be like those in Lake Wobegon--above average. 


What if we celebrated every day of our child’s life with the awesome awareness that this child is an amazing gift of extravagant grace? What if we recounted at the end of every day, not, “How many times has my child disappointed me or annoyed me?” but instead, “How many times has my child blessed me today?” It’s an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now!) my cup overflows.

What if we had an attitude of gratitude about our work and school? When families have a chance to gather around a meal in the evening, the conversation around the table usually revolves around the question, “How was your day? How was your day?” And the discussion goes to the frustration of work and school. Most of the time our table talk revolves around the people with whom we work and learn and the ways that they aggravate us. 


What if, as we saw two weeks ago in regard to the table before us, we imagine a table conversation with those work and school associates as we go around the table and thank those seated there for the ways that, because of them, we are learning about others and about ourselves? What if we thanked those work/school associates who frustrate us because they have somehow enriched our lives and blessed us in the journey of self-discovery? It’s an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now!) my cup overflows!

Vienna Baptist Church’s cup overflows. We are blessed with so many resources. We have a beautiful worship room, almost one million in financial gifts each year which support our ministries, members with terrific leadership skills and a passion for Jesus, a trained and dedicated church staff, a Children’s Center and Retreat Center, a playground accessible to anyone in Vienna, accomplished musicians, a number of ordained clergy and deacons, and a host of dedicated followers of Jesus who live each day of the week putting their faith to work. Hear me clearly. Even though we, like most churches in 2009, are having a budget crisis during this financial meltdown, I believe we are a rich church in many ways.  It’s an attitude of gratitude because (Vienna Baptist Church, say it with me now!) my cup overflows!


Harold Kushner tells of someone who formed the habit of writing “Thank you” on the lower left corner of every check he wrote--the electric bill, the phone bill, the water bill. He even wrote “thank-you” on his check to pay his taxes. 3 Kushner also tells of a man in a small plane. He crash-landed at a California air strip but was able to evacuate before the plane burst into flames. A reporter asked him what was going through his mind as the plane neared the ground. His answer: “I realized I hadn’t thanked enough people in my life.” 4 It’s an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now!) my cup overflows!

Often I sit on the back deck of our home in the evening and marvel at the blessings that surround me. I am amazed at God’s gifts of extravagant grace that fall on me every day like grain from the sky. I realize how very rich I am. I have been blessed with health, food, home, family, friends, faith community and Divine Graciousness.  Martina McBride sings, “I have been blessed.” Why? It’s an attitude of gratitude because (say it with me now) my cup overflows!
Solo: I Have Been Blessed (Martina McBride)
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