Sermon:  “Rage Soup”
Scripture: John 2:19-21 & John 2:19-21

What is the metaphor here?  The next verses in the passage from John that Sally read recall the death and resurrection, making clear that the temple that can be so quickly rebuilt makes it the house of faith, not wood and stone, one free of idolatry, permanently and irrevocably a promise of salvation that is solely dependent on grace, entirely separate from power, wealth, and empire.  It is not built real estate in any sense.
 
First Kings is a bit more complicated, and to be honest I am really happy I don’t have to make a living explaining passages like these.  To begin with, this bird Solomon, Bathsheba’s son, almost didn’t get to be king, and once he did, oh my, didn’t he do it up big! But before anything could happen, God puts his boot heel on the neck of Solomon’s adversaries. Solomon doesn’t go to Home Depot, he goes to Hiram of Tyre for his lumber, enslaves a bunch of Canaanites, spends seven years building himself a palace, then thirteen years on the temple in which to ensconce the Ark of the Covenant, which contains two flat rocks that Moses brought down from Horeb.  The dedication party last two weeks, with the non-stop slaughter of sheep and oxen, and at the end it appears the priests are so drunk or bloated or simply done-in by sleeplessness that they cannot get to their feet to offer a coherent blessing. Instead, an unintelligible cloud.  Mysteriously, Solomon states that the God who set the sun in the heavens will henceforth live in total darkness.  I’m sorry, I should be able to tell you what to make of that, but I cannot.   I do get that his temple was supposed to be a forever palace, and those rocks in the box were venerated, but not the ten rules written on them.  Solomon neglects several. He was married to the daughter of Pharoah and yet he goes on to take seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines.  I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest that qualifies as adultery.  He also gets mucho dinero from the Queen of Sheba, trades in exotic goods, and makes Israel a leading exporter of golden geegaws. People come from all over and Solomon builds shrines to their little gods.  (Catch that broken commandment?)  Then Solomon enslaves the rest of the Canaanites.  Enemies, schisms, wars ensue.  Meanwhile prostitutes, male and female, are working the crowds that come to the temples.  Wow.  What an age.  And all we can manage is a measly two-hundred-million-dollar ballroom addition that will look like the White House has sprouted a casino. And that stuff about gold, and concubines, and avoidable wars?  That cannot possibly mean anything to us.
 
Honestly, I think the voice from the cloud of unknowing is muttering “Ditch this Solomon dude. Listen to my child.  With whom I am well pleased.”
 
 
Rage Soup
 
This is the one Sunday a year I come to church wearing a tie and you know what that means.  But on the subject of money, I will be brief.  Because here's the obvious part.  All costs are rising, many quite sharply, certainly for the church, and especially for the staff to whom we are responsible.  For them, in addition to everything else affected by inflation, there is the prospect of 100% plus increases in health insurance costs.  We could be frugal and turn our backs on them.  
 
No, I didn't think you'd like that idea.
 
Writing a budget has become more stressful for the finance team every year since before the pandemic and nothing suggests that this year the pattern will change.  However, take heart, I am NOT going to suggest that you increase your pledge.  For one thing, the reason Pastor Stephanie is not here today is that she's in Las Vegas and her winnings at the roulette wheel will cover next year's shortfall.  Now, if you don’t believe that, let me tell you that someone very dear to me said, "Just ask them to renew at last year's level.  If they can."  
 
And that makes sense because as a congregation you consistently give more than you pledge. I don’t understand that even after years on finance.  What nice folk you are!  So when you get a chance tell Lisa "I love you", give her a hug, and thank her for her advice, for she's the reason I am not suggesting that you increase giving by at least 8.75% while understanding that 12.35% would take the pressure off the shoulders of your devoted finance team--Linda, Jeannie, Nancy, Rick and John.
 
Seriously, there is another complication.  A happy one.  Though costs are rising, the church is not broke.  Far from it.  Several substantial bequests and an irrationally exuberant stock market mean that the church's reserves are about three times what they were a few years ago.  Mind you, finance and session have created an endowment which preserves the capital of a large portion of those bequests, but we do have latitude, wealth.   We could sequester it.  Or waste it.  Or, as another among you has mentioned to me several times, the key is not to 'piddle' it away but to use it in pursuit of work consistent with Matthew 25, and Christ's admonition to love one another and to feed his lambs.  So if you like that sensible middle path, when you see Rick Comstock say "I love you, Rick."  Ask first before you hug him.
 
In strictly business terms, the situation is this: the cash flow is perhaps insufficient to keep pace with expenses.  But assets are robust.  What to do?  Costco puts $5 roast chickens at the back of the store, accepting the loss of between forty cents and two dollars per bird because they know that if you walk all the way to the back you'll probably also buy a flannel shirt, wiper blades, three dozen double-A batteries, a Caramel tres leches cake, (pic. 1) 
 and a bottle of some kind of odd-tasting green fizzy liquid that the lady with the hairnet tells you will help you lose weight, fix your kidneys, and guarantee brain health.  Lead us not into temptation.  Deliver us from impulses. 
 
I’m unable to imagine how that model translates for us.
 
If the church were a person rather than a congregation the answer would be simple.  Reduce spending.  Downsize. Maybe ski in the Canaan Valley in West Virginia rather than Chamonix in France; swap out scallops for shrimp or even Mrs. Paul’s fish sticks; keep the Honda that's fully paid for rather than trade-in for that Jaguar F-Type 75 in British racing-green, with walnut burl dash and the oyster white leather seats that heat your tush and massage your back.  
 
Sorry, my mind drifted.  No Jaguar.  Don’t spend eighteen bucks on a cake.
 
[Take down photo.]
 
Another way to think of this is to understand that people retire, and people need to prepare for that. That’s being smart.  But is it a model for a congregation?  Let me say this:  a church that retires (or plans to) is no longer a church, for it is no longer making a new thing in the world, no longer with courage and risk rising to the needs of others. To quote an important document familiar to us, "the church exists for the world and not for itself" for the church "is the household of God" and its success is measured "by losing itself in concern for God's world."  You recognize the language as foundational for this church.  It comes to us from the first session of this church, inspired by the voice and vision of Don Allen.  So the next time you see Don, what do you say?
         ____ ? ____
And what do you offer him?
         ____ ? ____
 
In a sense, we may think of frugality as prudential, provident, though it can as easily appear to be parsimony, which is greed motivated by a fear that we will become poor and vulnerable.  And that fear can make it hard for us to "rejoice in the 'worldly insecurity'" that comes with our "open-ended search for the will of God, wondering and listening for what God will say to our church tomorrow."  
 
Yes, there is a wisdom in frugality.  But there is also wisdom in generosity.  And generosity can appear to be spendthrift, profligate, reckless.  Generosity can also be transformational, both for the recipient and the giver.  What does this mean for stewardship?  What would it mean to fully understand stewardship as the deeply life-giving spiritual practice of a community?  How would it allow us to more fully honor those who have been among us who have now passed away, or wandered off, moved into different towns or different faiths. How does it make us whole in the here and now? How does it prepare the young among us to live out their own purposes?  
 
Surely we are not an institution which would say to the next generation to belong or be gone.  A similar point was made from this pulpit a few weeks ago by someone with much better theological credentials than I. Allow me add by sharing something deeply personal.  My daughter Hannah, a child of this church, sent me this message a few weeks ago. 
 
I have been making rage-soup (trying to channel some anxious and world-weary energy into making things) and I posted on my local mutual aid group that I made this enormous pot of soup and needed people to eat it for me. Overwhelmingly, the responses were from people offering veggies for future soups, transportation/delivery to people who needed it, and offers of donations for the cost of ingredients. Those offers flooded the comments, and I had to badger people into taking the soup 😭 like no you don’t have to NEED the soup. The soup isn’t meant to solve food insecurity. It’s meant to be SOUP and to make you AND me feel good. Pls help me. I have made too much rage soup. And once that kinda broke through, the soup was gone in a few hours. 💕 I’m gonna do it again next weekend. Possibly make some chili instead. Shae is gonna bring some rosemary and next rotisserie chicken I get, I’m gonna try my hand at broth. But the whole time, all I could think about was you (and Trinity). I think this is my version of driving people to UVA or NIH or immigration court. So, Dad? Thank you for being who you are. And Trinity for being what it is. Just all of it. I miss you so much.  
 
Anybody besides me need to take a deep breath?
 
I am willing to own up to my daughter’s ferocity.  Her decency and her compassion she largely learned in this room, from some of you, and from others of our predecessors. Were she here today, meeting more than three-quarters of you for the first time, she would never-the-less recognize this as the Trinity that accepted her as a child and accepts her now as a queer adult.  When she was young and rambunctious, the church offered her grace, later prayed for her in her very long illness, gathered her close in hope and held her in love. And holds her still in love, now that she is laughing, and thriving, and making soup.  It’s in that light that I want to consider how stewardship is not about preservation.  Rather, it’s about navigating between the unchanging foundational principles of our faith and the call to care for others in the here and now, and in doing so, leave a legacy that can honestly be called Christian.  We need to reveal to ourselves a deep intention that the young who are just beginning to toddle in this room, or who are yet to be born, can live into, perhaps in thirty years a bit bemused to have been given such a model of decency as we might contrive.
 
[Pic 2]
 
Opportunities.
The church campus: we are underway with an exciting project, over the year we will be pondering the needs of the building and the grounds.  The parking lots are crumbling, and while we have made large improvements in storm water containment, there is more to be done. There is a space out there that could be put use, for congregation and neighborhood, and there are resources from city and denomination that suggest a broader partnership than us taking care of the yard.  There are so many brilliant ideas, yet if we undertook them all higgledy-piggledy, hodgepodge, and gallimaufry would be the polite words to describe the results.  But if we do nothing, ‘meh’ will suit.
[Pic 3]
Stephanie called them “a family who has become very dear to our congregation who has been ordered to self-deport.”  The cruelty is exhausting.  And their situation is undecided; it could be that they will need material help. It could be that they will someday simply be gone and we will be confronted with the grief and anger that provokes. For now, they can be reminded that there are people who care for them, who live into the mandate in Leviticus to not oppress the newcomer, or turn them from your door, for they are to be treated as kin, to be loved as we love ourselves, for we were once strangers in the land of Egypt.
[Pic 4]
The Nabarangpur Mercy House: we are already well along on this partnership, and doing what we can to visit and to help Haresh and Hamitha expand their outreach.  I asked Siri how far it was from Harrisonburg to Nabarangpur.  She told me that she could not tell me the distance by road from Harrisonburg to there but, she said, “As the crow flies it is 8,300 miles.” I snapped back that I had no intention of driving but I also knew that there was no crow that could fly that far. I hope I didn’t hurt her feelings.  What we already have gained and can nurture is a deeper resonance to what we mean when we speak of one world family. A radius of eight hundred feet is the core of our neighborhood.  Eight thousand miles suggests the reach of our faith.
 [Pic can be closed.]
The wisdom of frugality, the wisdom of generosity. How to balance the two?  The chance to wrestle with this question might be the most exciting—not to mention cheapest—opportunity that lies ahead of us.  How should we reconceive the idea of generosity—and live into our new understanding—in the harshness of this moment in our national life.  What hidden talents in ourselves will we discover? How does the sureness of God’s grace invigorate our faith, making us cheerful in sacrifice and confident that our risks are worth taking?  We have new things to do.  We have resources we did not anticipate. Do we have the audacity to envision a more holy relationship to our corner of nature, to the frightened and hungry newcomers in our town, and to those children in distant Odisha who to us can represent the limitless reach of God’s love? 
 
An idea that has me thinking hard is that cynicism is the sign of moral laziness.  Ethical sloth. If that’s true, hope isn’t a choice, or a happy accident.  If that’s true, hope is a duty. So we press on in hope, but fully aware that we cannot do all we might wish.  Let me end with this reminder from Reinhold Niebuhr [in his book The Irony of American History (1952)]:
Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore, we must be saved by hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history; therefore, we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore, we must be saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or foe as it is from our standpoint. Therefore, we must be saved by the final form of love which is forgiveness.        
Hope, faith, community, love, forgiveness.   Amen
