
Let us pray.

0 God of Love, 0 God of Truth;

Let us say strong things gently and gentle things strongly. Let us speak the
truth in love to all and love the truth that lives in each.

Let us hear the truth as we each need it and live that truth. 0 God, we heed
it through Jesus; Your Word & our Lord. Amen.

Psalm 23:5ff

"God prepares a table before me in the presence of mine enemies;
(God) anoints my head with oil. My cup overflows. . .

Luke 5:2 7-32
"Jesus went out and saw a tax collector named Levi. . . He said, 'Follow

me '. So Levi up and left everything and followed him. Then Levi threw a
banquet for Jesus. At it were a number of other tax collectors and other
sinners sitting with them. Seeing this, the Pharisees and scribes complained,
'(Jesus) why do you eat with tax collectors and sinners? ' And Jesus
responded, 'Those who are well need no doctor, only those who know they
are sick. I have come not to celebrate the righteous but help the sinners
repent. "

 * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
With Whom Shall We Dine?

Happy Labor Day weekend every one.
And let's make it a time to give soulful thanks
for all those essential workers
whose heroic labor kept life going during the pandemic: doctors, nurses,
store clerks, truck drivers,
first-responders of all sorts, and countless others
who kept on working in the face of contagion.

But now more than ever,

some of the most crucial labor we do - is NOT DOING.

AVOIDING large gathering,

SACRIFICING fun and frivolity,

DISTANCING OURSELVES AND MASKING,

GIVING UP personal selfishness

for the well-being of all - the way Jesus would do.



And speaking of work, let me add my great thanksgiving

for the amazing ministry by Jane, Skip and Tom,

as well as many church members, while I was away.

Nothing shows the work of the Holy Spirit among us

& teaches us more, that ministry isn't a single person.

It is thriving community putting faith into action.

As that old congregational hymn celebrates:

"Come labor on,

The toil is pleasant, the reward is sure;

bless-ed are those who work and endure...

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

One big quandary right now is about going back to work.

And it astounds me how so many separate

their public work-lives from this pandemic.

It reminds me of the first car I owned.

It was always gassed up and oh! how I drove it.

Then, one day, to my surprise, it seized up and died.

The mechanic reprimanded me,

"You ran it till the oil ran dry."

Until health is restored and Covid is conquered

the vehicle of life will not drive far,

no matter how much one wishes it or "feels it".

But all this has made something clear for me;

the greatest work we need to do in this country

isn't physical labor - it's SPIRITUAL WORK.

We need to work on the health of the American soul.

We need to sharpen our consciences,

purify our morals, deepen our spiritual values,

strengthen our empathy.

We need to replace normalcy with the norms of Jesus.

Otherwise we are simply working

to re-arrange the deck chairs on the Titanic !



* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

2 weeks ago I enjoyed Rev. Skip' s sermon
on the 23rd Psalm.

Rightly he celebrated how our faith in God

can bring us the peace of green pastures and still waters,

and help us through dark valleys of life.

But faith is more than just what God gives to us;

it is also about WHAT WE MUST WORK AT.

And one of the things we must work at most in this

day and age, is described well in vs. 5 of Psalm 23 .

"God prepares a table before me

in the presence of mine enemies. . . "

What might that mean for us?

So often, we sit at the table of life

thinking we're sitting by ourselves.

But that is not sitting at God' s table,

because God's sets a universal feast.

In his great book How To Behave At The Feast,

Dwight Currie looks at our global table manners.

He reminds us that God's table is set for everyone

not just the powerful, or the right pedigree.

At God's table, everyone serves one another

and no one takes more than their fair share

At God' s table, no one eats without thanking

the Creator - for nothing anyone eats doesn't corne

from Nature.

By its very nature, God' s table sets a universal feast,

 and so, what is on the menu right now? How about the global pandemic?
How about global climate change? How about the global flight of refugees,
from countless and constant wars by the world' s revolving tyrants? 



How about our global challenges of how to use the intemet, the
global economy, in order to face and overcome 

all the challenges common to humanity? 

If anyone thinks they can isolate themselves from any of this, they are not
sitting at God's table, because God serves a universal feast.
Throughout the Gospels,

one of Jesus' favorite topics is table manners.

And this morning's story in Luke is a good example.

"Jesus went out and saw a tax collector named Levi. . . 

He said, 'Follow me '. So Levi up and left everything and followed him.
Then Levi threw a banquet for Jesus. At it were a

number of other tax collectors and other sinners sitting with them. Seeing
this, the Pharisees and scribes complained,

Jesus) why do you eat with tax collectors and sinners? ' And Jesus
responded, 'Those who are well need no doctor, only those who know they
are sick. I have come not to celebrate the righteous but help the sinners
repent. "

Don't we all love to eat meals with friends and family?

But we must watch out that we don't become like

Phrarisees and scribes

who think we should dine with only with those

who are acceptable,

those whom we consider righteous and pure.

But Psalm 23 takes things one step further.

"God prepares a table before me

in the presence of mine enemies. . . "

It might be an enemy from outside us;

someone who hurt us or whom we hurt.

Someone with whom we have a conflict

that nags us like a blister.

It could be someone from our distant past

or someone who did us wrong recently 

as recently as cutting us off in traffic. It could be
a personal enemy,

or an enemy defined for us by political leaders.



While I was bedridden, I binged on a lot of television.

One of the cuter political commercials

showed an elephant peering into a telescope,

pointing to the sky.

A donkey walks up and asks,

"What are you looking for?"

The elephant says snidely, "The planet you live on."

The donkey rolls his eyes and says,

"Well, you left the lense cap on! "

So often it seems that our adversaries

live on a completely different planet

from the one we live on - our's is right, theirs is wrong.

But God wishes us to take our lense cap off

and sit us down at a common table

to figure out how to eat together.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

But our enemies aren't just outer ones.

The universal truth is, we all have inner enemies too.

Our anger, our lusts, our addictions and appetites,

can be our enemies.

So much of what we think we love can be our enemy.

And, so often it is the case that our inner enemies

fuel and inflame our outer enemies.

And so, Psalm 23 is also saying to each of us,

face up to your inner spiritual, emotional, psychological

enemies or they will EAT YOU UP.

Dear friends, the God of Psalm 23 wishes to nourish us,

feed us, strengthen us, and help us grow.

And so, God sits us down at the table of life

to face our enemies.



Sadly, the history of "The Lord's Table" shows

that it has been used as much for division as communion.

Still to this day, there are churches

who forbid the Eucharist to homosexuals, to strangers,

to those who don't theologically agree.

If only our table manners at The Lord' s Supper
embraced the next line of the 23rd Psalm.

"(God) anointest my head with oil. . . "

For Christians, anointing is one of the most holy rituals.

The defining title we give to Jesus is, "Messiah",

and Messiah literally means, "Anointed One".

So what we should see going on at God' s table

is all of us being called to be  mini-Messiahs! 

That's right - at God' s table we are all anointed.

The Messiah is present and Jesus is there

in and through all of us,

because we have all been anointed by God.

! * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

So I want to conclude with a charming story.

The facts of story are debated by historians,

but it' s message rings faithful and true.

It took place in 1 865,

on the first Sunday after the Civil War had ended.

At St. Paul' s Episcopal Church,

the sermon was preached, the prayers had been spoken,

and now, The Lord's Supper was about to begin.

The mostly White Southern congregation was shocked

when the first person to the communion rail

was a black man, now freed.

The congregation was hushed.

The priest didn't move.



Nothing like this had ever happened before

nor bespoke the congregation's worst fears

of the future to come.

Suddenly, a beleaguered-looking white man

with a thick gray beard, came forward

and knelt beside the black man.

He ordered the priest to serve them both

as equal children in the eyes and heart of God.

That man was Gen. Robert E. Lee.

"God prepares a table before me

in the presence of mine enemies;

He anoints my head with oil.

My cup runneth over. . . " Amen.  

PASTORAL PRAYER

                  

Lord, as we approach the end of summer, we pause. We pause this
weekend to celebrate our labor. We honor those who have worked so
hard this year. And Lord, this year has been hard.  And so we pray,
with special thanksgiving for those who have kept us healthy
throughout these past six months of the pandemic. 

We give thanks to the doctors, nurses and all medical professionals who
put their personal lives on hold, to save those that they could, for
those that held hands with strangers as they breathed their last, and
for those that gave comfort to the families of the lost.  We call it labor,
but Lord it was much more than that, it was the compassion of love
that you taught us to give. 

We pray Lord, for rest for  all the laborers in factories, that did their best to
keep up with the social demand for our goods. 



We give thanks for the workers, that continued to work in the dangerous
conditions of just standing next to each other; when breathing the
same air became the threat of living or dying.

We give thanks for all those who taught us to become aware of technology,
how to use it to our advantage and what it could do to bring us closer
together with our friends and loved ones as we lived in the isolation in
our homes.

We give thanks to our leaders who work tirelessly trying to figure out what
our neighborhoods, our states, our nation and all the world needed to
do to keep us healthy during this time of the crisis of Covid 19.

We give thanks to the educators as they begin a new school year, and we
pray that they may have the tools necessary to keep their classrooms
healthy and safe. May those who must now learn virtually be blessed
with patience and understanding as they move forward with this new
way of teaching and learning.   

Healing Lord, we ask that you once again hear our special prayers for
those on our prayer list including...

May all who labor to make our world a better place filled with compassion,
hope, peace  and love be blessed with your wisdom to continue
working for justice for all your children; we beg you –walk with us, this
day and all our days. AMEN.


