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Preaching - Annual Review - Heroes

ANNUAL REVIEW SERMON

HEROES
Readings:
Ruth 2: 4-8, 14-18


James 2: 14-26


Luke 19: 1-10

Ruth 2: 4-8, 14-18  (NIV)

Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem and greeted the harvesters, The LORD be with you! The LORD bless you! they called back. 

Boaz asked the foreman of his harvesters, Whose young woman is that? 

The foreman replied, She is the Moabitess who came back from Moab with Naomi.  She said, 'Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves behind the harvesters.' She went into the field and has worked steadily from morning till now, except for a short rest in the shelter. 

So Boaz said to Ruth, My daughter, listen to me. Don't go and glean in another field and don't go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls.

At mealtime Boaz said to her, Come over here. Have some bread and dip it in the wine vinegar. When she sat down with the harvesters, he offered her some roasted grain. She ate all she wanted and had some left over. 

As she got up to glean, Boaz gave orders to his men, Even if she gathers among the sheaves, don't embarrass her.  Rather, pull out some stalks for her from the bundles and leave them for her to pick up, and don't rebuke her. 


So Ruth gleaned in the field until evening. Then she threshed the barley she had gathered, and it amounted to about an ephah.  She carried it back to town, and her 
mother-in-law saw how much she had gathered. Ruth also brought out and gave her what she had left over after she had eaten enough.

James 2: 14-26  (NIV)

What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, "Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed," but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. 

But someone will say, "You have faith; I have deeds." Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. 

You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that - and shudder. 

You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, "Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness," and he was called God's friend. You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone. 


In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.

Luke 19: 1-10  (NIV)

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he could not, because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way. 

When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, "Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today." So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly. 

All the people saw this and began to mutter, "He has gone to be the guest of a 'sinner.' " 

But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount." 

Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost."

Notes
Theme: Steadfastness of heroes in times of adversity (in particular Ruth).  God is steadfast in His love for us.  We need to steadfast in our generosity back to God.

Please be advised that the following sermon will take about 17 minutes in its ‘as published’ form.  Preachers should feel free to edit down this talk to suit their congregation, if appropriate.
‘The Flight of the Phoenix’ was released in 1965 and starred Jimmy Steward as the pilot and Richard Attenborough as his navigator.  Hardy Kruger played the part of Heinrich Dorfmann, the miniature aircraft designer.

Num 21: 22-23  “Let us pass through your country. We will not turn aside into any field or vineyard, or drink water from any well. We will travel along the king's highway until we have passed through your territory.”  But Sihon would not let Israel pass through his territory. He mustered his entire army and marched out into the desert against Israel. When he reached Jahaz, he fought with Israel.
Deut 23: 3  No Ammonite or Moabite or any of his descendants may enter the assembly of the LORD, even down to the tenth generation.

Deut 23: 6  Do not seek a treaty of friendship with them [Ammonites or Moabites] as long as you live.

Ruth 1: 16-17  But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.  Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.”

Sermon

Everyone loves a hero.  We admire them for their courage, their tenacity, their perseverance in the face of adversity and their sheer strength of character.

In the film The Flight of the Phoenix originally staring Jimmy Stewart and Richard Attenborough, Stewart plays the part of Frank Towns, the pilot of a passenger plane that is knocked off course by a sandstorm and crashes in the Sahara Desert.  The survivors soon realise that the storm has pushed them too far from their planned route for the search and rescue teams to find them easily.  The likelihood is therefore, that their water and food supplies will run out long before any rescue team arrives.
Frank is the character that we expect to be the hero of this story and he takes charge of the situation.  Three of the passengers bravely set out to fetch water from an oasis they believe they can see in the distance.  Days later, only one of them makes it back to the crash site, barely alive and empty handed.  Later, another two passengers lose their lives when they go to ask for help from some nomads spotted travelling by.

While the more obviously macho types are marching off into the desert to fetch help, one much quieter character has been busy in the background examining the plane wreckage.  Heinrich Dorfmann is portrayed as a precise and arrogant aeronautical engineer who comes forward with a somewhat radical solution to their plight.  They could build another aeroplane from the wreckage and thus escape.  
Although everyone is sceptical of the plan, they set about building Heinrich’s design.  Needless to say the new plane, like a phoenix rising from the ashes, holds together and carries the remaining survivors back to civilization.
Believe it or not, Heinrich’s situation was a bit like Zacchaeus’.  Zacchaeus was considered to be a traitor to the Jews, a collaborator with the occupying Roman authorities.  Heinrich was a lone German amongst British and American nationals at a time that was just after the Second World War and so he was automatically viewed with some distrust.
By climbing the sycamore tree, Zacchaeus laid himself open to public ridicule and yet he did so anyway.  His desire to see Jesus was much greater than any fear of ridicule, and he shows both courage and perseverance in attaining his goal.
Although many of the characters in The Flight of the Phoenix could be described as heroes, it is the aeroplane designer Heinrich who stands out for me.  When he explains his escape plan, Frank is strongly opposed.  While they are building the new plane, Heinrich is mocked by at least one of the other passengers and distrusted by the rest; and yet he stands firm.  The adversity faced by Heinrich wasn’t just the desert, but his fellow survivors.  He could so easily have turned his back on them all, but he didn’t.
On the face of it Heinrich is a somewhat unlikely hero.  Looked down upon and an outsider, yet he freely gave what he had – his skills – and helped save his fellow survivors.
Having encountered Jesus, Zacchaeus’ response is to be generous with what he has, and he goes beyond the requirements of the Law signalling a complete change in his attitude towards money and possessions.  If we compare Zacchaeus’ response to that of the surrounding crowd, we could also describe Zacchaeus as the unlikely hero within our Gospel reading. 

As a Tax Collector, Zacchaeus would have been a social outcast: unwelcome and unwanted.  Even though he was surrounded by an unfriendly crowd; Zacchaeus’ makes a personal response to God’s generosity and forgiveness that is dramatic and life changing.
In our Old Testament reading, Ruth, as a Moabite, would have been considered one of the Israelites’ traditional enemies, like Zacchaeus, very much the outsider, and as such she is also an unlikely Bible heroine.  To understand why, we need to briefly consider some background information.
While the Israelites were wandering the desert, after escaping from Egypt, they were involved in a few military battles.  One of which saw the Israelites overwhelmingly defeat a group of people called the Amorites (Num ch21 v21-26).
Having seen the fate of the Amorites, Balak, king of neighbouring Moab, became terrified and tried to have a curse placed on the Israelites.  Although God made Balak’s attempts fail, many Israelites were seduced by the Moabite lifestyle and they turned away from the Lord (Num ch25).  This was another difficult episode for the young Israelite nation.  It ended up with any treaty of friendship between the Israelites and Moabites being forbidden under the Law (Deut ch23 v6).  Thus to put it simply, the Moabite and Israelite nations were far from friends. 

Chapter 1 of the book of Ruth, tells us that Naomi, her husband and two sons travelled to Moab because of a famine.  While there, Naomi’s sons married Moabite women, but then her husband and sons died, leaving the women widows.
Eventually Naomi decided it was time for her to return to her home town of Bethlehem.  Considering the distrust Israelites had for Moabites, it is no surprise that Naomi advised her Moabite daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, to remain in Moab.  Initially both of the young women chose to stay with Naomi, but when Naomi pleads once again for them to return to their own mothers, Orpah kisses Naomi goodbye and leaves.  Ruth, on the other hand, makes a profound statement of faith and loyalty to both Naomi and the Lord (Ruth 1: 16-17).
In choosing to go to Bethlehem with Naomi, Ruth was taking a big risk.  The easier option would certainly have been to return to Moab, like Orpah, but she doesn’t.  It seems that regardless of the cost to herself, Ruth holds steadfast to her marriage commitment and to Naomi.  
When Naomi and Ruth finally arrive in Bethlehem, as a Moabite, Ruth has little if any status.  In one sense this is reflected in Naomi’s speech upon arrival.  Naomi describes herself as empty and afflicted, inferring that she is now all alone in the world.  Ruth’s response is to carry on caring and providing for her mother-in-law.
Deuteronomy chapter 24, verse 19, says “When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands.”

Basically, the Law allowed for foreigners, like Ruth, to simply go and pick up the bits of barley dropped or missed by the harvest workers.  But Ruth doesn’t do this.  Instead she firsts asks permission from the foreman, making it clear that she knows her place within their country, and probably generated some sympathy.  Everyone in the neighbourhood would have known about ‘the Moabite’ who returned with Naomi and is now caring for her.  Ruth continues to make a good impression by working tirelessly and only taking one break.
And this is why Ruth is an unlikely heroine.  Even though distrust and dislike of Moabites was written into the Mosaic Law; here was a Moabite working tirelessly, without complaint or pay, to look after an Israelite widow.  Ruth is faithful, she is dutiful, she is resolute and steadfast in her commitment to Naomi.

All in all, Ruth has made an enormous act of generosity towards Naomi.  She has truly given up everything in order to stay with her and it is in this way that Ruth becomes a living demonstration of the generosity of God.

Boaz is clearly aware that Ruth is caring for one of his relatives.  He is obviously impressed and unbeknown to Ruth arranges for her to be able to pick up more barley than she might have expected.  Certainly Boaz appears to go the extra mile in allowing Ruth to take far more than the Law required him to give.  He even invites Ruth to join him and his workers for their evening meal.

Boaz is certainly being generous, but he is knowingly being generous to one of his own relatives, that is, Naomi.

The offered meal gives us another opportunity to see Ruth’s true character.  Although she takes care of her own needs, she is still thinking of Naomi and saves some of the food to give to her.

Boaz is generous in his response to Ruth’s care of Naomi, giving more than the Law required and thus having a little less for himself.  But by comparison, Ruth’s gift of herself to Naomi is positively sacrificial.
The offertory prayer within our service book Common Worship reminds us that everything in heaven and on earth already belongs to God (1 Chron 29:14).  Sometimes we can miss the enormity of what this prayer means.  Everything we consider to be ours, all of the wealth we claim to hold, actually belongs to God.  We are simply stewards.

God, in His generosity, has given us everything.  The question is how much do we keep for ourselves and how much do we return to Him, through our giving?

Before we can properly answer this question, we need to consider what the offertory is.  Firstly it is not a whip-round or simple collection to pay the gas bill.  Rather, it is part of our offering to God in thanksgiving for all we have received.  It is part of our worship and a symbol of our dependence on God.  “All things come from you and of your own do we give You.” (Common Worship offertory prayer)
The purpose of the offertory is to provide for the mission of the church.  Our mission to serve our community, to care for those we meet, to share the love of God and the Gospel of Christ.  The offertory also gives us an opportunity to grow in our personal reflection of God’s generosity.
Ruth gave up everything when she left Moab and she held nothing back.  Boaz gave extra from his harvest, but would still have had plenty left.  But what about us, what should we keep and what should we give back to God?  How do we decide?
The answer can only be found through prayer: in our personal quiet time with God and the prompting of His Spirit.  
Each of us is different and the challenge presented to us will also be different.  For some that challenge may simply be to give regularly, regardless of how often we are able to get to church.  Giving envelopes can help.  Prompting us to set aside an amount each week, every week, in thanks for what we have.
Some of us may have been giving the same amount each week for years.  It may have been a significant amount when we started, but over the years inflation has decreased the effective value of our gift.  The challenge here is to revisit what we give in the light of our current circumstances.
And for some of us the challenge may be to start giving in proportion to what we receive.  If you have never done this before, it’s a big step.  Before starting, it can be useful to look at what fraction of our income we are currently giving.  Are we keeping 99% of our income and giving God just 1%?  Are we keeping 95% and giving away the other 5%?  That is, for every £100 we receive, we gave back to God £5?
Alternatively, our challenge may be to increase the percentage we give away.  
An important aspect of proportional giving is that it asks those who have less, to give less; while at the same time it challenges those who have more, to respond appropriately.

Now despite the Laws written in Deuteronomy (Deut 23:3), Ruth became the great grandmother of King David and thus an ancestor of Jesus, and her example is one we can learn from.  Although she was a widow herself and thus may have expected some comfort and support from her family, she resolved to give comfort and support to Naomi.  She stands firm in the face of their adversity and against the odds picks on just the right field to work in.

As the people of God, we are not immune from the financial strife of the times.  Nor are we immune from the affects of inflation and the worries that it can bring; ever increasing fuel costs and pension black holes.  But we are also a people of faith, who are called to faithfully and joyfully give back to God from the first of our income: in the full knowledge that we will still have plenty left for our own needs.

In the film The Flight of the Phoenix, Heinrich held on to his self belief, despite the opposition he faced.  Ruth stayed by Naomi’s side despite the risks to herself and Zacchaeus, he stood tall in the middle of an unfriendly crowd and responded joyfully to Jesus’ call.
Being a hero isn’t purely about being the strongest, or bravest, or taking charge.  Being a hero is about persistence, despite the setbacks.  It’s about being faithful, despite our doubts.  It’s about facing up to our responsibilities, despite the difficulties.
We know that Jesus is the Saviour of our world.  Yet even He only did what His Father willed.  In the end, for us, being a hero is not like some Hollywood film in which we save the world single handed.  No, it’s about doing what God has asked us to do and giving what God has asked us to give, so that we are working with God in His plan to save the world.

We may look like an unlikely band of heroes, but when we remain steadfast and generous in our support of the mission God has placed before us, despite the difficulties to ourselves, then heroes we are.

Amen.
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