Texts: Genesis 15:1-6; Psalm 33:12-22; Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16; Luke 12: 32-40

There is so much to be afraid of, right?  That’s the message of this year’s presidential campaign.  Fear.  Fear of war and terrorism.  Fear of shootings and bombings.  Fear of unemployment and under-employment.  Fear of never getting out from under the debt.  Fear of global warming, which makes the weather go wacky, flooding in some places and fires in others.  Many folks fear that the government has too much power over their lives.  Some people are afraid of flying in an airplane.  Other folks are afraid to vaccinate their children.  There is fear of the diagnosis.  Fear of the disease.


If you turn on the television news or log on to your computer, you’ll find even more to fear.  Newscasts and websites proclaim the bad news in real time, as soon as it happens.  Advertisers market fear.  You are doomed to a mediocre life if you don’t buy whatever product they are selling right now.


So how do you hear Jesus’ words, “Do not fear, little flock,” when nearly everything around you cries out for you to be afraid, to be very very afraid?  

Do not fear, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.

 
Do not fear.  That phrase is found all over the Bible, usually when some divine being appears with good news.  At the beginning of Luke’s gospel, we first hear these words spoken by the angel Gabriel.  Just as Gabriel told Mary not to be afraid because she had found favor with God, here we hear Jesus telling his little flock of disciples not to be afraid because God is pleased to give them the kingdom.  Just as Gabriel promised Mary that her son Jesus would be given a kingdom that has no end, here we hear Jesus promising his disciples there will be enduring treasures for those who receive the kingdom as God’s gift.  

But just what is this kingdom that Jesus is talking about?


First off, the kingdom has to do with what we treasure.  Last week’s Gospel was about a rich man who thought he could sock away all his possessions but who found out that he couldn’t take any of it with him.  Today we hear Jesus telling us to sell what we have and give the proceeds away – in other words to do something for others with our possessions rather than to hoard them.  Our treasure, in God’s view, is more than the sum total of what we own.  It is how we orient ourselves towards what we have.  It is whether or not we are possessed by our possessions.  

I have to admit that I struggle with this instruction.  I have accumulated savings and retirement accounts.  I live in a house that John and I bought and then spent money to fix up.  I inherited an estate from my parents.  Am I in trouble with God because of what I have?


“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  Our treasure, Jesus tells us, is measured by what we love.  Do you love to keep everything for yourself, or do you love to give?  Do you define your life by scarcity or by abundance?  Do you assume that there is only a finite amount of anything and that if one person has more, than another person has to do with less?  Or do you assume that there will be enough to go around, always? 


The treasure of the kingdom isn’t something you can earn.  The treasure of the kingdom is God’s free and gracious gift to you. 

Second, the kingdom that Jesus is talking about has to do with how we have prepared ourselves to welcome him.  Jesus offers a scene of servants waiting for their master to return from a wedding party.  They are alert and ready to open the door for him; ready with the lamps lit.  Even though it is the middle of the night, they are not in their pajamas; they are dressed for the day.


How we live, Jesus tells us, is measured by how alert and ready we are.  It’s not about keeping busy, it’s about doing what is necessary so that you can answer when Jesus shows up at the door.  But then he turns the picture upside down.  When the master gets home, he invites the servants to sit down and eat, and he serves them.  This is the complete opposite of what Luke’s audience would expect.  Servants are there to serve the master, right?  Not the other way around.  But that is also part of the life of the kingdom.  Life in the kingdom is not something that you achieve.  It is something that you receive.

Third, the kingdom that Jesus is talking about is not just the reward you get when you die.  So many Christians make it their goal to get to heaven, something else they have to achieve.  The kingdom does have to do with eternal life, yes.  But eternal life, life in the presence of God, begins right here and right now.  Jesus’ message is not “Be ready so that you will avoid punishment.”  It’s “be ready so that you will receive blessing.”  Jesus is talking about the reign of God breaking out when you least expect it.  

We are planning once again to serve lunch to new students and their families on move-in day at the college.  Preparations are taking place.  Many of you will help cook and serve, set up and clean up.  We pray that we will have a crowd of families. We pray that folks will be drawn here.  We will serve a meal and expect nothing in return.  It is a gift that we have to offer.


But the reason that we are able to offer this meal is because Jesus first offered himself for us.  We feed people from our Shepherd’s Pantry and we feed people at Closer to Home and we feed people at our Move-In day lunch.  We do it because we ourselves have been fed at Christ’s own table.  We have been fed with Christ’s own body, refreshed with his own blood.  We are nourished and grow to maturity as disciples because Jesus Christ has tied on his apron and invited us to sit down and eat.  We are capable of glimpsing God’s presence in our midst, God’s work in our lives, God’s work in this community because Jesus has summoned us to be alert and prepared and ready for action.


Jesus’ instructions this morning give us the strength to live as kingdom-builders, as kingdom-seekers, as kingdom-receivers.


Jesus taught his disciples to pray for God’s kingdom to come, for God’s will and God’s work to be done here on earth as it is in heaven.  We’ll pray that same prayer in a few minutes.  We will ask for our daily bread, for enough for everyone.  We will ask for forgiveness of our own faults and for the ability to forgive others.  We will ask for courage in the face of evil and the strength to resist temptation.  We will ask for God’s kingdom to come and infuse our lives.


It is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.  It is the gift of grace that you don’t have to earn.   We are not talking about a God who finished creating the world and now just sits back and watches it unfold without any concern.  We are talking about our God who cares about the birds of the air and the lilies of the field.  We are talking about a heavenly Father who knows the number of hairs on your head, who knows what it is that you fear the most and offers you a life without fear.

Do not fear, little flock, for it is God’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.  This is your heavenly Father who promises that a life lived in giving and serving and alertness will be a life lived in blessing.  This is the son of God who promises to return and bring you to fullness of life in the kingdom.  This is the Holy Spirit who gathers us together and breathes new life into us; who incites you to action and empowers you for service.


This is what it means to live without fear, to live in trust and confidence, in faith and hope, in gratitude and blessing.  This is the kingdom of God.
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