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Texts:  Deuteronomy 8:7-18; Psalm 65; 2 Corinthians 9:6-15; Luke 17:11-19 

One of my family’s favorite holiday stories

Is a short story by Madeleine L’Engel,

Entitled “Full House”.

This story takes place on Christmas Eve,

Although for our purposes,

It could be just as well Thanksgiving Eve.

Mrs. Austin, the mother in this story, is the choir director

Of her small New England church.

Following worship, she returns, 

In the snow, with her family to their home.

As they drive toward the garage,

They see, what appears to be,

A huddled mass of clothing on their front porch.

When a tear-stained face emerges from the pile of clothing,

They find their former beloved babysitter,

Evie, now age eighteen,

Whose family had moved away two years earlier.

After getting her into the house,

And feeding her with some warm soup.

Mrs. Austin finds out that Evie is pregnant

And has been kicked out of her own home.

As, Evie says to her,

“Mom threw me out,

So I came here.”  

Evie tells her how the only love she has ever experienced

Is what she observed and felt in the Austin household.

Evie then says to Mrs. Austin,

“I knew you wouldn’t turn me out on a holiday,

But may I stay for a while,

I have a lot of thinking to do?”

Whenever I hear this story, I often wonder how I would react.

It would be easy to worry, 

“What kind of example is Evie for my children?”

“Where will I put an extra person?

Will I have to heat a room I don’t normally heat in the winter?”

“How will we feed another mouth and a half ?”
And more immediately “What is this going to do to our holiday plans?”

But Mrs. Austin’s immediate response is

“Of course you can stay, Evie
You do have a lot of things to think about,

But try not to worry tonight,

Things have a way of working out.”

Before she can adjust to the impact of Evie’s arrival,

Dr. Austin arrives home from the hospital

With a new mother and baby in tow.

The new mother’s husband had been killed in an accident at work two weeks earlier.

Dr. Austin had invited them to spend the holiday with his family

So they would not be alone.

Without worrying about whether her holiday dinner

Would stretch to feed yet another mouth,

Ms. Austin immediately welcomed Maria and her baby Pepito.

As the family and their guests gathered around the fire in the living room,

For the favorite holiday rituals,

Mrs. Austin looked at each face,
And realized how her family had been blessed, 

Both by the reappearance of their favorite babysitter,

As well as by the visit of Maria and Pepito.

This story certainly brings to mind

St. Paul’s words to the Corinthians

Which we heard in our second lesson this evening.

“Those who sow sparingly will reap sparingly 

And those who sow abundantly will reap abundantly.”

The Austin family, who realized the abundance of their blessings,
Was able to sow love,

By opening their hearts and home at a holiday time,
To two young women in trouble. 

In return the Austins reaped the blessings

Of a welcoming, hospitable home. 

Children who see love and hospitality sowed freely,

Reap a sense of security and blessing.

Paul’s words about abundant sowing

Were originally written as part of a plea 

To encourage the Corinthians to be very generous

In their pledges of support

For their Christian brothers and sisters 

Who were suffering in Jerusalem.  

Paul must have been concerned 

That the Corinthians would be a little tight-fisted.
Perhaps their economy was bad,

Or perhaps they couldn’t quite identify 

With the Christians in distant Jerusalem.

Paul’s additional words: 

“You will be enriched in every way

For your great generosity,

Which will produce thanksgiving to God.”

Were undoubtedly an attempt to motivate
The Corinthians to open their hearts, their hands and their purses.

Perhaps the Corinthians were experiencing times

Like the ones we currently face.

Whether you get your news from the Internet,

Listen to WMUR, CNN or CNBC,
Or read the Valley News,

Each day brings new reports 

Of declining economic indicators,

Another bank in trouble,

And another company laying off employees.

One way to react to this news is with a hardening of our hearts,

Seeing only economic darkness,

Worrying about our personal situations,

And slowly slipping into the “sowing sparingly” mentality. 

Alternatively we can see the light of God’s love for us,

In what appears to be overall darkness.
Paul’s words, which reveal that light of God’s love for us,

Describe a circle of thanksgiving.
Paul  wanted the Corinthians to understand this circle,
And realize its freeing power.

God’s grace, known to us in Jesus Christ, comes to us as a gift,

A gift which enables abundant giving from us to others,

And that abundance returns to God as thanks.  

Following Paul’s logic in his letter,

God gives to us.
We sow abundantly.

We reap abundantly.

We give thanks.
We give abundantly.

And God gives to us again.
This circle of receiving, sowing, reaping,

Thanking, giving and receiving again,
Is a particular appropriate metaphor on the Eve of Thanksgiving.  

Our holiday of Thanksgiving can be thought of in two ways. 
It can be thought of as a time of giving thanks,

Or in keeping with Paul’s words,

A time of giving, followed by a time of thanking.

In this ecumenical community,

We had an opportunity to experience that time of giving last week.

A community wide outpouring of support

Helped to make sure that our neighbors

Were all well fed on this classic American holiday.

As a result of the generosity of the entire community,

A room full of food was gathered in,

And redistributed to those who are in need.

Paul’s words  “You will be enriched in every way

For your great generosity,

Which will produce thanksgiving to God.”

 Are an apt descriptor of the activities

Of last Sunday in the Methodist Church vestry.

The challenge facing us, as part of this community in Christ,

Is how to keep this spirit

Or abundant sowing and abundant thanking alive,
During the coming winter of our country’s economic woes.
There are indeed many points of God’s light in our community.

There are  weekly community dinners.

There is firewood cut and stacked for families in need.

There are young people willing to go out to help older people in their homes.

There are weekly donations to the local food pantries.  

I give thanks to God,
For each one of you,

Who through God’s grace in Jesus Christ,

Reaches past your own worries and concerns

To meet a need in this community.

I pray that the Holy Spirit

Will continue to fan the flames of generosity

So that the fire of our abundant giving

May warm each person in this community.

On this Thanksgiving Eve,

May you experience the Good News of God’s circle of Thanksgiving:

Receiving with abundance,

Sowing with abundance,

Reaping with abundance,

Thanking with abundance,

Giving with abundance,

And again receiving with abundance. 
May the peace of God, which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Amen 
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