In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
In preparing today’s sermon I had a few themes to consider. Today is Dedicated Giving Sunday, and it has been advertised as such for a few weeks. In my last sermon a month ago I already went on a bit about money, and if you didn’t have the opportunity of hearing it then, my dad used it in the Parish letter. As a result, I promise only to use the word “money” three times in this sermon, and I’ve just used it twice, so you’ll only hear it once more.

So Dedicated Giving is one theme. Another theme for today is Remembrance Sunday, where we remember those that have died in war. Traditionally red poppies are worn. And then today is also Mission Sunday, where we are meant to pray for the mission of the church. Quite a lot to do. So instead of trying to give you three different sermons, and to avoid the danger of the seven o’clock service running into the eight thirty one, I decided to rather look for common threads that runs through all three. And I didn’t have to look very hard. The first is actually in the first title, “Dedicated.”

Let me start off by giving you the Merriam-Webster’s definition of ‘dedicated’:

Dedicated, adjective from around the 17th century 

1: devoted to a cause, ideal, or purpose: e.g. “a dedicated scholar”

2: given over to a particular purpose e.g. “a dedicated process control computer”

A synonym is zealous

Now it is easy to see how missionaries would be devoted to a cause, ideal or purpose; but those that have died in war? Well most of us would agree that soldiers, and definitely martyrs are devoted to a cause, ideal or purpose. And it doesn’t really matter which side of the battle you are on. It’s not an uncommon thing for one side to demonise the other. The image of a bunch of lunatic ‘rag-heads’ that the American government is trying to use when describing Al Qeda is gradually being eroded, and one has to concede, that even if their cause is a wrong or evil one, and even if they are going about furthering their cause in an inhuman way, one can’t deny that the suicide bombers are devoted to a cause, ideal or purpose. And suicide bombers are not even a recent occurrence. The Japanese made use of kamikaze pilots in the Second World War. 

It’s a sad truth, that in every war, both sides have claimed to have God, or their god on their side. And yet to quote the tagline of an email I received recently, “God is not the enemy of my enemies, He is not even the enemy of His enemies.” {author-source} So we should remember all casualties of war equally, no matter on which side they were on. But back to being ‘dedicated’. I never served in the army, nor have I discussed this with a veteran, but simply seeing movies that depict war, for example ‘Saving Private Ryan’ or ‘The Thin Red Line’ leave me in no doubt; that the courage it takes to charge over a trench line, or out of a boat onto an enemy beach is something that I have to respect. Of course the innocent are also casualties of war, but I’ll discuss them shortly.

We are being called today to show that same kind of dedication to our giving. You see the collection that is taken up each Sunday is not the main way we should be giving to the church. That is for our incidental, or spur of the moment giving. The kind of Dedicated Giving we are talking about today is something that is devoted to a cause, ideal, or purpose. Or even better, to use the second meaning of dedicated, given over to a particular purpose. Here there is a stronger tie to the missionaries. In describing a missionary, I would add one word to the previous definition; I would call them as being given over to a particular (holy) purpose. Adding this one word, ‘holy’ adds a new dimension to our giving. We are not simply giving for the sake of giving, or because we are doing what we have been told to do. No, rather our giving should be dedicated to God. Another word for this is consecrated. That is why we consecrated the offerings just before the Eucharist, it is giving them over to a particular holy purpose.

Now here I want to break away from this theme of “dedicated” for a bit to talk about the spirit in which we should be giving. Again I would say that we should not simply be giving for the sake of giving, or because we are doing what we have been told to do, or even give to expect something in return. That is not true giving. The phrase from the one hymn ‘Give me the grace to let you be my servant too” drives this point home. Very often people give gifts, or help because they see a need, or think that is what is expected of them. Those aren’t bad reasons in themselves, but when we do not give truly from the heart, without expecting anything in return, freely and without reservation, we run the risk of building up resentment in our hearts when we don’t get back what we have given. However there is an equal but opposite risk we run if we simply give and don’t allow other to give to us. When we do this, we run the risk of burning out and again becoming resentful. It is a common occurrence in Christian ministry, a new couple join a church, or become new Christians, and they are on fire with burning zeal, note zealous is a synonym for dedicated, but they give and give, without allowing themselves to receive, and so they eventually become bitter and twisted, and leave the church or fade as Christians. Now that is as much a condemnation of the structure of a church that would allow them to give and give, or suck them dry as it is of the couple themselves for not allowing themselves to be fed or to receive. As I mentioned last month, we should allow things to flow through us, in from one side and out the other, or from a person to another, rather than simply receiving or simply giving. Thus we should pray for the grace to receive as much as we should pray for the grace to give. 

Again a balancing act. This, unfortunately, is where I think the innocent fit into our remembrance of those who have died in wars. For as much as the soldiers or those fighting wars have given their dedication, just as much and sometimes it seems even more, the innocent have had their lives, peace and happiness taken away from them.

To continue the balancing act into the missions, one could say that as much as the missionaries are giving their dedication, just as much, and sometimes even more, those that they are amongst are receiving a life giving message, radical change in their lives, and more abundance of God’s grace.

This also starkly highlights the differences between wars and missions; one takes things away, the other gives. And if missionaries cause wars or try to change people then might I say that they are not true missionaries. I could say more there, but I’m more than willing to discuss afterwards with anyone that disagrees with me.

I would be remiss if I didn’t refer to our scripture readings for today. When I was reminded of the topics for which I would be preaching this Sunday, I was given the option of selecting different passages from those that appear in the regular order as published in the Lectionary. I quickly realised that there was no need. Our first reading fits in with the theme of remembrance. It is a vision of the ‘Great day of the Lord’ it is an apocrephetic vision, one that is used to describe firstly the Babylonian captivity, then the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, and finally also the great end times. However it must also seem like a direct reference to the horrors of war. Our psalm too has references to war and battle. There is however, another thread in the psalm I would like to point out, one of fear. Now it’s quite understandable that soldiers or people in war would be fearful, but the psalm has more the idea that God is to be feared. This is enhanced in our Gospel reading. Our second reading has more about ‘good living’, but also warns us that we don’t know when the end of the world or our own death will happen, but we should always be ready for it. Finally our Gospel reading, which again carries an element of fear in it, warns us that if we don’t use our gifts, then they will be taken away from us. This shouldn’t be too surprising. It’s a use it or lose it concept. And who doesn’t know of a story of a person that used to very good at something, but then stop and has since lost that skill? Language is a classic example of this. If you don’t keep up frequently talking, reading and hearing a language, you begin to loose it.

There is an escape clause here however, and it’s time for me to use that word a third and final time. You see the master says to the third lazy servant “So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest.” The idea that a few of the commentaries I read on this passage suggest is this, that even if we don’t use our talents directly ourselves for the furthering of God’s kingdom, then we should at least allow other to use them. How can we do this? Well the easiest is to use our talents for financial reward, and then return that to the church with interest, but another way is to use our talents in a supportive role. We don’t all have to become missionaries, but if we had to use the gifts God has given us in support of them, then we are at least not going to loose them. And how can we do that? Well I’d like to draw your attention to the back of the Dedication card you should have received, to the ‘Dedication of Time and Talents’ section. Here are a few, {read the list} and lastly ‘other’, because we recognize that we are all unique and different, and therefore have different God given gifts and talents that you can’t simply list on a card. How about a lawyer offering free or discounted service to people that the church refers, or something that is already happening, a doctor offering free bandage changing services.

So finally, let us all be devoted to God’s cause, God’s ideal and purpose and give freely over to a particular purpose, the purpose of building up God’s kingdom.
Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
