Order of Service 
23rd September 2007
· Welcome, Intimations, and Call to worship 

· M.P. 440 “Lord of creation, to You be all praise”

· Children's Address

· M.P. 152 “For the beauty of the earth” 

· Prayer & Lord’s Prayer

· OT Reading Amos 8 : 4 - 7

· M.P. 319 “I'd rather have Jesus than silver or gold”

· NT Readings 1 Timothy 2 : 1 - 7

· Luke 16 : 1 - 13 

· Prayers of thanksgiving and intercession 

· M.P. 200 “Great is thy faithfulness”

· Sermon

· Offering and Dedication of offering

· M.P. 506 “O Lord my God! When I in awesome wonder”

· Benediction

Sermon

I wonder if you there are times when you look at the Bible and wonder how it might possibly be applicable to us today – particularly the Old Testament. It was written down just over a couple of thousand years ago. It records an oral history a few thousand years older still: a time when there was no internet with information overload and social networking; a time when there was no constant chatter on mobiles and no txt speak; a time when there was no global marketplace, no global economy, no worldwide stockmarkets that dived or soared on obscure lending practices. Foodstuffs weren’t flown halfway around the world arriving almost as fresh as they would if we were there to pick them ourselves.

And yet, when we read that passage from Amos earlier, I wonder if you thought, like I did, ‘some things just don’t change’.

In that reading we see: exploitation of a poor workforce; maximising profit through any means possible; outward signs of ethical integrity but with a black heart.
I want to return to some of the features of this passage in just a moment and also to bring in those other passages that we read, but before I do, let me tie it to the theme our service today.

We are here to celebrate Harvest Thanksgiving: a time when we can give thanks to God for His generous provision; a time to acknowledge our dependence on God’s grace; a time to appreciate the work done by others on our behalf; a time to enjoy the good gifts we have and to make provision for the year ahead.

But how many of us here work the land directly? How many of us still have a direct input on the production of basic foodstuffs? The answer is ‘fewer and fewer’.

In a very real sense our role has shifted with the passing of time. We have become consumers who stand at a distance from the source of our nourishment. And beyond that we are also well-distanced from almost every product we use.

One can perhaps understand the technology distance, where many items we use in and around our homes are beyond our knowledge as to how they work. But there is also a growing ignorance of some of the ‘basics’. Earlier this year, an agricultural agency reported on a survey they carried out. Almost a quarter of respondents were unaware that beef or pork originated from farms. Perhaps more concerning was an older survey that suggested nearly 10% of children were unaware that the beef in beefburgers came from cows.

But is it any wonder that we have become distanced from the ‘harvest’ we partake of?
Our local grocer has been replaced by multi-national supermarkets. Butchers and fishmongers are in the same position. Our ironmonger and seller of all things specialised has been replaced by the internet – the seller of all things weird and wonderful, much of which you didn’t even realise you needed.

However, this is not a soapbox rant against supermarkets, internet entrepreneurs or even globalisation. I hope you’ll realise that what I’ll be speaking about has its focus very much closer to home – our individual responsibility as Christians.

How we shop and what we buy has a direct effect on that global market place. In many ways we do still have a direct connection to the sources of all that we consume. So we still have that connection to Harvest time in a sense but our focus can no longer be restricted to ‘the local’.

We’re no longer limited to giving thanks for local farmers and their harvest or even for that which we may sow and reap ourselves.

Rather, our focus becomes global and we must consider what the implications of our ‘plenty’ are on the rest of the world.

In a sense our Harvest time has a ‘mission’ dimension; an outward focus that demands a response beyond simply offering our thanks for God’s provision for us. Our thankfulness extends into concern and care for those who provide for us.

Let’s return to that reading in Amos.
In the 8th century BC, Israel’s society had become 2-tiered. There was an increasingly impoverished lower class and a privileged, monied upper class had emerged. But the issue wasn’t that there were people who were well off. After all, much of the Old Testament understanding of God was based around a simple formula – follow God’s commands and you will be rewarded. And those rewards were expected to be material rewards – livestock, produce, even a large family.
However, what is at issue here is how those who are better off treat those who are not so privileged. Worse still was their outward holiness and their not-entirely-secret corruption.
Here is a merchant class, if you like, whose only desire is to make more money. Everything else is secondary including the worship of God. Even when they do worship, it is something to be tolerated and to be done and dusted as early as possible.

And this outward holiness is most definitely skin deep – a definite white-washed tomb. ‘Inside’, in their heart, we see dishonesty and immorality and a lack of ethical standards. Everything is a commodity to be bought and sold - even people.

But, slavery itself was not the issue. In fact slavery was quite acceptable in a way, because it wasn’t an enforced slavery as such. If a person was in serious debt, then they ‘sold’ themselves in order to pay off that debt. But it wasn’t a permanent state. It was only for an agreed period.

Once the agreed period was over, the ‘slave’ was then a free person again. Indeed, freedom for slaves happened at other times as well – a Jubilee year, for instance.

The reason that it is an issue here is that is it seems to have become routine, commonplace and it is for quite trivial debts – barely the price of a pair of sandals.

Now, the really interesting thing about this passage is the way in which Amos expresses his outrage – everything is described in the language of God’s Law – His Covenant.
If you read through the books of Law in the Old Testament you’ll find all manner of references to honest weight and measures, to the quality of goods and to debt. These things are under the Law of Moses; a law inspired and decreed by God.

So, Amos is making clear that these offences: this oppression; this dishonesty; this unscrupulousness; these offences are not simply an offence against humanity but against God. They are so unacceptable that these evil deeds will be remembered forever.
Ah! But! I can hear you thinking. What about the dishonest manager we read about in Luke? Surely he gets away with his dishonest little scam?
In Jesus’ parable we have someone who is being sacked by his employer for being a wasteful and dishonest manager. But, before he goes he decides to gain a bit of favour with his employer’s debtors. After all, when he is unemployed, any favours he has gained through his contacts could mean the difference between putting food on the table and going hungry.

However, regardless of his motives, his acts are fundamentally dishonest and yet he doesn’t seem to be punished for them. In part this is simply a reflection of the contractual agreements of the day. A manager was perfectly entitled to make such agreements and so the man is operating within his remit and power.

The master, having already notified the man of his intention to dismiss him, can take no further punitive action and so must suffer the additional losses. And these are huge losses. The manager has, no doubt, gained a lot of reciprocal favour by marking down such significant debts.
So, is the point of this parable that we all have to be a bit dishonest in order to gain favour? Not exactly. Some commentators suggest that the point of this parable is that we must make the best of whatever situation we find ourself in. And this may indeed be reinforced by Jesus’ words in verse 9.

I wouldn’t care to disagree, but I think the true lesson comes a little later in that next section. Jesus speaks of faithfulness or honesty with that which we have been entrusted. He speaks of service to two masters.
What have we been entrusted with? What is this ‘true wealth’ that Jesus speaks of if it is not money?

We have been entrusted with nothing less than the whole of creation. Our part in God’s creation is to nurture it, to care for it, to have concern for it.
And I’m not just speaking about the plants or the animals. Creation includes all things, all resources, all people.

God’s salvation is available to all creation. He has a care for all peoples and so too must we.

Our reading from 1 Timothy reminds us that we are to offer thanksgiving for all people. God “wants everyone to be saved and to know the truth” Paul tells us.

That means that all people are loved and valued by God and so our responsibility for care and concern and nurture is for all people, throughout our world.
“What’s this got to do with Harvest Thanksgiving?” I hear you ask.

Well, I hope you recall that I spoke about our Harvest offering taking on a ‘mission’ dimension. A widening of our horizons that acknowledges the global aspects of our consumption of food and other resources.

Our offering to MAF is an acknowledgement that we must give back some of what we take from others. But let me also suggest it doesn’t end with money in a jar for MAF. Every product you buy leaves a trading ‘legacy’. Is it an ethical one or one riddled with dishonesty and exploitation?

When we seek out a bargain alternative, in order to save a few pennies or a few pounds are we taking that out of the pockets of a worker already on the breadline? Are we encouraging child labour in some sweat shop?
Our responsibility doesn’t end with coins in a jar. Fairtrade, trade justice, sustainable resources, organic farming methods: these are all tied up with how we care for our world, or should I say God’s creation.
The worldly wealth that we have is not true wealth. True wealth comes through serving God, loving those whom He loves.

And so we use our worldly wealth to help relieve the situations of those in need, those who hunger, those who thirst, those who struggle to feed a family.

And we do this because we are called to love one another.

Today, as we remember and give thanks for the blessings we enjoy, we also look outwards, to a world that, in a sense, arrives on our doorstep; a world that is in need, materially and spiritually; a world that needs our care, our compassion, our love and our prayers, brought in the Name of Jesus Christ who “gave Himself to redeem all mankind”.
Let us pray:

Heavenly Father,
In all that we say and all that we do, may we proclaim Your love.

In all that we say and all that we do, may we love Your creation.

In all that we say and all that we do, may we serve only You.

We pray that the words of our mouths and the thoughts of our hearts are acceptable to You.

Amen

Readings and notes
Amos 8:4-7

Amo 8:4  Listen to this, you that trample on the needy and try to destroy the poor of the country. 

Amo 8:5  You say to yourselves, "We can hardly wait for the holy days to be over so that we can sell our grain. When will the Sabbath end, so that we can start selling again? Then we can overcharge, use false measures, and fix the scales to cheat our customers. 

Amo 8:6  We can sell worthless wheat at a high price. We'll find someone poor who can't pay his debts, not even the price of a pair of sandals, and we'll buy him as a slave." 

Amo 8:7  The LORD, the God of Israel, has sworn, "I will never forget their evil deeds.
In the 8th century BC, Israel’s society had become 2-tiered. There was an increasingly impoverished lower class and a privileged, monied upper class emerged. But worse, in a sense, was how they treated the lower class. Worse still was their outward holiness and their not-so-secret corruption. Even people become a commodity to be bought and sold. Need to explain slavery – quite acceptable, not forever, for a fixed period in order to pay a debt. Here it is over trivial debts – barely the price of a pair of sandals.

But the really interesting aspect of this is the way in which Amos expresses his outrage – everything is described in the language of God’s Law – His Covenant. Amos is making clear that these offences, this oppression, is not simply an offence against humanity but against God.

And Amos finishes this little section with a reminder that such offences are entirely unacceptable to God. So much so that they will be remembered forever.
1 Timothy 2:1-7
1Ti 2:1  First of all, then, I urge that petitions, prayers, requests, and thanksgivings be offered to God for all people; 

1Ti 2:2  for kings and all others who are in authority, that we may live a quiet and peaceful life with all reverence toward God and with proper conduct. 

1Ti 2:3  This is good and it pleases God our Savior, 

1Ti 2:4  who wants everyone to be saved and to come to know the truth. 

1Ti 2:5  For there is one God, and there is one who brings God and human beings together, the man Christ Jesus, 

1Ti 2:6  who gave himself to redeem the whole human race. That was the proof at the right time that God wants everyone to be saved, 

1Ti 2:7  and that is why I was sent as an apostle and teacher of the Gentiles, to proclaim the message of faith and truth. I am not lying; I am telling the truth!
Salvation is for all and therefore we must be concerned with all people. All are our brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ – we are all brought together in Him. We cannot be isolated, living in our own little world. We must have a global concern.

Luke 16:1-13
Luk 16:1  Jesus said to his disciples, "There was once a rich man who had a servant who managed his property. The rich man was told that the manager was wasting his master's money, 

Luk 16:2  so he called him in and said, 'What is this I hear about you? Turn in a complete account of your handling of my property, because you cannot be my manager any longer.' 

Luk 16:3  The servant said to himself, 'My master is going to dismiss me from my job. What shall I do? I am not strong enough to dig ditches, and I am ashamed to beg. 

Luk 16:4  Now I know what I will do! Then when my job is gone, I shall have friends who will welcome me in their homes.' 

Luk 16:5  So he called in all the people who were in debt to his master. He asked the first one, 'How much do you owe my master?' 

Luk 16:6  'One hundred barrels of olive oil,' he answered. 'Here is your account,' the manager told him; 'sit down and write fifty.' 

Luk 16:7  Then he asked another one, 'And you---how much do you owe?' 'A thousand bushels of wheat,' he answered. 'Here is your account,' the manager told him; 'write eight hundred.' 

Luk 16:8  As a result the master of this dishonest manager praised him for doing such a shrewd thing; because the people of this world are much more shrewd in handling their affairs than the people who belong to the light." 

Luk 16:9  And Jesus went on to say, "And so I tell you: make friends for yourselves with worldly wealth, so that when it gives out, you will be welcomed in the eternal home. 

Luk 16:10  Whoever is faithful in small matters will be faithful in large ones; whoever is dishonest in small matters will be dishonest in large ones. 

Luk 16:11  If, then, you have not been faithful in handling worldly wealth, how can you be trusted with true wealth? 

Luk 16:12  And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to someone else, who will give you what belongs to you? 

Luk 16:13  "No servant can be the slave of two masters; such a slave will hate one and love the other or will be loyal to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money." 

Question:
Why does ‘dishonesty’ appear to get rewarded?

Not really – it’s more an acknowledgement of the trading system of the day. It highlights the shrewdness and unethical ways of the manager. His master is left with no comeback but is nonetheless fully aware of the manager’s duplicity. The manager has managed to gain good favour with the debtors at further expense to the master. But, since the master is already going to dismiss the manager, no further effective punishment can be meted out.
It’s really the prologue that provides the teaching we need to take on board. The ‘right thing’, in a sense, was to aid debtors. The right thing is to use worldly wealth in a way that gives benefit to those most in need. How we use our resources, financial or otherwise, is the key thing.
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