Proper 24 2010

Luke 18:1-8
“I can’t get no……satisfaction!”

A friend and one time parishioner called me up and invited me to go bowling with him. Now, the way I see it there are two types of people who go bowling: 1) those who really, really love it, and 2) those who say, “Wouldn’t it be hysterical if we went bowling!” For most of us, bowling is the activity you do after you have done everything else. “Well, what would you like to do?” “Well, we could go bowling…..or we could shoot ourselves.” 

Actually, bowling is great. You have to love a sport where you can actually eat while you play it. For instance, you never see that in tennis. “Hey, before you serve let me dig into these nachos.” 
Bowling is different than any other sport. I mean there is an ashtray built into the equipment! Poker doesn’t even have that! And that hand drying thing……if you are sweating during bowling, then you are out of shape.

The truth be known there is nothing really healthy about bowling. Honestly, it is the germophobe’s nightmare. “Here, put on these moist shoes that 10,000 people wore, and stick your fingers in these dirty holes.”
My friend and one time parishioner is an avid bowler. You want to know how to recognize an avid bowler? They own their own ball. My friend owns his own ball. I don’t own a bowling ball. And because I don’t own a ball, before I bowled I had to pick a ball out. Now, all of you need to know that I never can find the right ball for me. You know, this one is too heavy. This one feels good, but it is pink and my fingers don’t fit. And just how do they decide on the finger holes? It is my experience that they are either designed for a five year old girl or the Incredible Hulk. Just how big are some people’s fingers anyway?

I know this might sound strange, but I do like bowling. I have actually watched it on TV……cause I use my time wisely. Bowling does teach humility. There are few moments in life more humiliating than throwing a gutter ball and then having to make that turn back to your friends. “That ball was broken! The alley is tilted!” we exclaim.
Well, that night among our group of friends, I was the worse bowler which is terrible because people start to treat you like you have a terminal illness. “That’s okay!” they say. “You can do it! We’re praying for you!” {(Thanks, Jim Gaffigan for this!)}
Despite all of this, my friend was enjoying himself immensely. He loves to bowl. He goes bowling several times a week. So, as I drove away into the dark of the evening from the bowladrome with its glass facade and neon signs, I reflected on how happy my friend was. He was in his element. It was his community. People there knew him by name. They asked about his family. He loved bowling, participating in the action-----the game itself with its intricate rules and ritual. The glass, neon lights, stained indoor/outdoor carpet, the peaked roof was his cathedral. It is here that he has decided to expend his time, talent and treasure. And that is okay. It is okay because whether our cathedral is a bowling alley or the shore line at Rincon or the green grass and dirt of a youth baseball field or soccer field, these are places where by our own free choice we choose to spend our time, talent and treasure. We choose them because they bring us satisfaction. And we support (financially and otherwise) our cathedrals of choice whatever they may be.
Thus, as I drove away, the question I asked myself was how does the church bring satisfaction to one’s life? Can it? If so how? This fellow schedules his week around his bowling time. And like I said, he is a parishioner even though he and his family haven’t attended in years. What is missing? Why doesn’t the church bring him joy? Why doesn’t he schedule his week, for instance, around the church calendar? Why do you come here week after week? What do you get out of it? Why are you here and perhaps some of your closest loved ones are not? What kind of satisfaction do you derive from being here? 
I know why I am here. I am here because when it gets down to the bare bones I truly believe there is a God. I believe that there is this invisible being---a force, a source of energy, wisdom, however you want to frame it---- that is above all else. And being above all else this being is in control, in charge, or at least has the power and ability to be in charge and in control over all of creation. I don’t believe in multiple gods or lower echelons of deities, semi-gods, superheroes and the like. I believe in just one God.
And I believe that this one God is above all else gracious, and loving and merciful and forgiving. I don’t believe in a warrior God or a punishing God or a live up to my rules God. I wouldn’t go to church if God were like this. 
I believe God is the ultimate parent we all would in our imaginations want for our own parent-------wise, kind, understanding, supportive, forgiving, and above all else sacrificial---giving of God’s life in order that we could live a more joyous life. What parent here wouldn’t give your life for your child? What parent here after a long drive home at night and taking your child out of her car seat and holding her trusting sleepy body in your arms against your chest with her head on your shoulder and arms loosely draped around your neck and her legs dangling down along your sides----the absolute picture of complete trust, what parent doesn’t want that moment to last forever? Doesn’t that moment wipe away all previous crying and tantrums and mischief? Why do we think God is any different with us, God’s children?
I have been watching on DVD the TV series The Tudors. It is about, of course, Henry VIII. I am enjoying it because I love English Reformation period history. However, I must say that I don’t think the real Henry looked anything like actor, Jonathan Rhys-Meyers. What is incredible is the depiction of how ruthless the Church was----on both the  Protestant and Roman Catholic side. For instance, Henry, once, pronounced a decree that all his subjects had to believe in transubstantiation (bread and wine really become body/blood of Christ), and if you didn’t, then you would be burned at the stake. All in the name of Christ! This simply isn’t God to me. My God weeps over the death of each victim of Church abuse and power. My God is always on the side of the weak and never on the side of the bullies or the powerful regardless of how pious they may seem or what color their robes are or how many crosses they wear around their neck. My God is about bringing joy into each of our lives through love of each of us.
Thus, my God is a personal God, who knows my name and everything about me and rather than scolding me, enters into my life to guide and support me and never to abandon me. And I can trust that. God is present in normal life, here on earth. If God is anywhere, it has to be here. I don’t believe in a God in the sky. Life is here and God is here making life here----in our joy and in our pain, in our hope and in our despair. 
There is no question that I want God to fix things in my life. I beg God in prayer to protect me…..to cure me of all that ails me. But God promises only to be with me and to heal (not cure) me despite the hurts and suffering. And frequently, this happens in ways I could not have imagined. And when it does, I always look back and thank God for not giving me what I wanted. I don’t need or want a genie for a God. I want a savior who crawls down into my ditch to be with me and never leaves me alone. That is really all I need. I don’t need liturgy, robes, doctrine, popes, bishops or priests. I don’t need guilt or church law or canons. I don’t need a Praise The Lord ringtone on my phone. I need a wounded savior because I am a wounded being.
And I want a community of people who believe and think likewise. I want a community of people in whom I can call for help and they will say, “Be right there.” I want diversity of thought that encourages dialogue----a free give and take in respect. I don’t want to be with ideologues, people with agendas or manipulative victims. I want to be with free thinkers who aren’t afraid to imagine new things and who are willing to live with the change their free thinking might bring about. I want to be with seekers not knowers. I want to be with givers not takers. I want to be in a community where everyone knows my name and I know theirs. I want to care for others and for them to care for me. I want to be with those who are willing to be open and vulnerable to hurt because then I know that I can be open and vulnerable and not afraid of being hurt. 
I also need to know the meaning of life. I know I will never know the meaning of life, but I need a place and a system of belief that affords me both the opportunity to learn about life’s great issue and to put into action those beliefs. And because I believe in God, it has to be a religious place. And this religious place must allow me to have free thoughts; it must allow me to go into all sorts of places knowing that God is guiding me. I want to know why bad things happen to good people. I want to know why there has to be incalculable suffering in life. I want to know why youth is wasted on…..well basically youth! I want to know the secret of seeing the good in people and not the bad----of seeing God in mine enemies and not the devil. I want to know why we have to die and then what happens when we die. Is there a white light? Will my loved ones be there? Is it true that we either live with others or die alone? Is the love we make equal to the love we take? Since I believe these answers reside in God, I need a community within which to seek and help me find or at least resolve the answers to my questions. Where else but in a church community can this happen? In current society------only in the church.
Several years ago I did a funeral for a fellow who was an Episcopalian but not a member here. His son and daughter arranged for the funeral even though neither of them believed in God or attended a church. The day prior to the funeral the son and daughter with their families showed up to review the service. I met them in the narthex. The son had two daughters about 8 and 5 years old. When I opened the narthex doors and we entered the church proper, the girls’ eyes opened wide. The younger one hid behind her mother. The 8 year old turned to her dad and asked in all the inquisitiveness of youth, “Daddy, what is this place?” It was the first time she had ever been in a church.

This all started because I asked you why you come here each and every Sunday? It must be satisfying. It might not be fun-satisfaction like bowling, but it is satisfaction nonetheless. For me, it is satisfaction that leads to happiness and peace of soul. To me it beats scoring 300 on the bowling sheet any day. To me it allows me to enjoy the sound of the ball dropping in the cup from 25 feet, laughing with friends, the cold refreshing taste of a Guinness, the love in your soulmate’s eyes and a great novel which just couldn’t be put down. To me it is the ultimate satisfaction that allows ALL satisfaction to be enjoyed. It all has to start somewhere. And here is the somewhere where I have found it.
Disguised as it may be, possibly even obfuscated, this is a stewardship sermon. It is about giving of your time, talent and treasure to God. All of you have received letters from me and have heard sermons over the years----over and over again. Actually, I feel a bit like the persistent woman in today’s gospel who continually bangs on the judge’s door until he pays attention to her. Over and over you hear me banging on the door of your soul, haranguing you to be generous when it comes to the giving of your time, talent and treasure to God and the church. But I am not harassing you in order to pester you or make you feel guilty or separate you from your money. In truth, I am trying to show you the door to true happiness. Each and every one of you absolutely can be happy. You can be happy because happiness is not an emotion. It is useless to wait until you feel happy in order to be happy. Happiness, instead, is an attitude. Actually, it is moral to be happy and immoral to be unhappy. We owe this to others. No one wants to be around a grouch or a complainer or a blamer. Happiness (true satisfaction) comes from living life excellently. It is in believing that God loves you and wants you to be happy. And despite this great message, I don’t want to be a nag----an obnoxious squeaky wheel when it comes to pledging to the church. What I would really like is that which the prophet Jeremiah talks about. Jeremiah says he looks forward to the day when God’s love will be written on the people’s hearts. God being God will never write it. That is reserved for us to do. And it needs to written in satisfaction. 
As I left the bowling alley, I was drivin’ in my car, and a man came on the radio and he was tellin’ me more and more about some useless information which was supposed to fire my imagination. I can’t get no…..no satisfaction. Well, really, yes, I can. It is here, which is why I give of my time, talent and treasure to keep the Spirit of this place alive. And my constant-knocking-on-the-door-of-your-hearts’ prayer is that it is the same for you, too.
Each of us will have the opportunity to express our satisfaction on Sunday, October 24th when we will have our annual stewardship ingathering. There will be one service at 9AM in the parish hall. We will start the service as usual and then break into a great celebration featuring a completely free breakfast for all in attendance. This is to signify that God’s grace is free. And then, at the appropriate time, we all step forward and place our pledge forms in our offering plates and offer up to God that which God has so graciously bestowed upon us. And if you do this (and I have checked this out with God and received God’s approval) if you hand in your pledge form on or before our ingathering, you will receive a free $10 Starbucks gift card. Ah, grace abounds. That should bring you satisfaction even if your name is Jagger.
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