From the Perspective of Abundance

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff


        The Kittamaqundi Community Church

November 21, 2009





                    Matthew 6:24-34

I learned a very important lesson about solving problems during my first year as a pastor, probably about 15 years ago this month.  My first call was to a small urban church in the Boston metro area that had been struggling to survive for years. I was fresh out of Divinity School and I was pretty sure I was there to solve their problems.  And the more I looked, the more problems I found.  The boiler needed to be replaced, the church’s endowment needed to be overhauled, the youth program was horribly off course, and so on.  


Then there was the issue of the bell.  About six months after I arrived at this church, I got a call from the pastor of a neighboring church who told me that all the churches in the community were going to ring their bells the following Sunday at 5:00 pm in honor of some occasion which I’ve now forgotten.  I thought that sounded like a great idea, so I went off in search of the church’s bell.  

What I found was a whole new set of problems.  The church’s bell tower was home to about 1,000 pigeons, some dead and some alive.  The rope that rang the bell extended to the floor below through a hole that wasn’t big enough for a pigeon but was certainly big enough for “debris”.  When I asked some folks at the church about ringing the bell, they had lots of advice about how to handle the situation.  Wear a rain coat with a hood, one person advised.  Wear rubber gloves, added another.  Wear sunglasses, suggested another.  And whatever you do, take a shower directly afterwards.  You don’t want to end up like the nice young man who rang the bell for a wedding a few years back.  Part way into the reception he started to itch.  You guessed it—head lice.  Takes a while to get rid of that, you know.  And in the meantime, it’s the gift that keeps on giving.  

So the following Sunday afternoon, I stood in the bell tower, ringing the bell, wearing my raincoat, rubber gloves and a pair of sunglasses.  I was cursing and muttering and starting to itch when suddenly I heard the sound of our bell, joining in with church bells up and down the street, all over the city.  At that moment, I suddenly realized something very important.  I realized that as long as we all focused on the pigeons, we were only going to manage the problem.  We needed to focus on the bell.  The more we focused on the pigeons, the harder it was to ring the bell.  If we switched our focus and started ringing the bell a lot more, we would figure out how to get rid of the pigeons.  And you know what?  I was right.  

Real change, real growth, comes when we focus on gifts and abundance and not when we focus on problems and deficits.  This is a lesson that I’ve had to learn over and over again.  At times, I’ve gotten frustrated with myself about this—why can I get so easily sucked into critical thoughts?  Why am I so aware of what’s missing, what’s not working, how the people around me are falling short?  But over time, I’ve come to realize that this is not just my problem.  This is a problem of human culture that I’ve inherited and become expert in.  I’ve tried to move from wondering why this is to wondering how I can create patterns, habits, practices in my life that will re-train me to turn my attention away from problems and turn it towards gifts.  

Do you have practice that helps you to notice the abundance, the blessings, the gifts of the world?  Oprah, of course, suggests keeping a gratitude journal and writing down ten things for which you are grateful every night before you go to sleep.  Those of you who have read “Gratefulness:  The Heart of Prayer” by Brother Stendal-Ross may have learned some other wonderful practices there, including his suggestion that we spend one day each week focused on each of the five senses.  Are there other practices you’ve found helpful?

The passage from the Gospel of Matthew that we just heard is one of the most famous—most embroidered—sayings of Jesus.  One way to read this passage is to imagine that Jesus is diagnosing a problem.  He’s noticed that people worry a lot about their material lives and aren’t sufficiently invested in their spiritual lives.  In this reading, he tells people to consider the lilies of the field so that they will realize something that is wrong with their thinking.  

But another way to read this passage is to see Jesus as recommending a practice that will help us to shift our thinking towards abundance and gifts and away from scarcity and problems.  When he tells us to “consider the lilies of the field” perhaps he is suggesting we do just that.  We need to go spend some time outside looking at flowers.  Actually, he’s not only suggesting we look at flowers, but rather consider them.  To me, that suggests looking at a flower very closely, wondering about it, looking it from the top and from the bottom and from the side.  And when we’ve done that for a while, Jesus suggests we consider the birds in the air.  To sit quietly on a bench or a stump for long enough that the birds come close.  To lie on our backs on the grass and watch the geese fly overhead.  

Have you had some time recently to consider some things in the natural world?  How did it change your perspective?  It certainly changes mine.  Part of that is stepping away from the phone, the email, the housework.  Part of that is being somewhere quiet but still dynamic.  But I think part of the shift in attitude that comes with being outside come from the fact that the created world is something that we receive.  We haven’t made the flowers or the birds or the trees.  And even in Columbia where we’ve made all the lakes, a walk around the neighborhood is an encounter with beautiful things that we have not created or planned or designed.  We just receive these things, in all their beauty and intricacy and grandeur.  Spend some time really considering all of these things—or any one of these things—and you’ll notice that it’s not hard to imagine a creator God looking at earth and declaring, “It is good.”

So now, consider this:  we are part of that same good creation.  Just like the birds, just like the lilies, we are wonderful, beautiful, intricate, fascinating parts of a good creation.  Can you imagine putting yourself into the story that begins the Bible, the story of creation?  Can you imagine yourself standing among the water and the dry land, the sun and the moon, the animals and the fish and all?  God surveys all of that and declares, “It is good.”

Notice that God does not declare, “It is perfect.”  Putting ourselves back into Genesis, seeing ourselves as part of God’s good creation does not mean that we are flawless.  But if you’ve spent any time at all observing lilies, you know they aren’t flawless either.  There are nibbled petals and wilting leaves in the midst of even the most breathtaking garden.  But perhaps the natural order has a lesson for us even here.  The wilted flower gives way to fruit and seeds.  The leaf turns golden and glorious as it ages.  Even in its falling, its dying, its breaking, we can look at the world as it still takes our breath away with its beauty.

What would it take for us to consider the world the way in which God sees it?  What would it take for us to consider each other, or to consider ourselves with through the eyes of a creator who sat back and exclaimed at creation, “You know, that’s not bad at all!  That’s good!”  What if we regarded our own creations that way?  What if we considered the friendship we’ve tended, the child we’ve nurtured, the community we’ve built, the garden we raised, the picture we painted, the church we’ve developed—considered these things with all of their imperfections---and still had the boldness to declare, “It is good!”  That is the kind of consideration that generates and renews the world, because that consideration sees abundance and goodness and gifts everywhere.  In you, in me, in what we create together, and in this whole, hurting beautiful world.

Thanks be to God. 
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