Are We “Self-Made” or Are We “God Made”?

Deuteronomy 8:11-20
I believe our most important mission in life is to live a life grounded in gratitude. But what is it that generates gratitude? Is it abundance or is it the constraints of life? 

Popular wisdom would say that abundance generates gratitude. If I make twice as much money I can give twice as much to the church. Unfortunately, that seldom happens. Every statistical study I have seen affirms that people in the lower income brackets give a higher percentage of their income to the church and to charities than people in the higher income brackets. Life’s constraints make gratitude possible. Here is a story by Susan Schnur, a young Jewish woman who later became a rabbi in the Reformed tradition:

Once, many years ago, sleeping on the sofa bed in the living room of my boyfriend’s parents’ house in Teaneck, N.J., I witnessed a performance of gratitude the likes of which I have never seen elsewhere.

 
It was the middle of the night—I was up with my own back pain when the light flashed on in the upstairs hall and Jon’s father came padding down into the room. Oblivious of me, he went into the kitchen, and cut himself a slab of rye bread with a butcher knife, and then stood with it in the dining room under the street shadows.

“Chleb!” he said finally, thrusting the bread into the air. “Broit”—he held the bread against his pajama pocket. “Pan”—he shook it. “Lechem”—he kissed it. “Bread”—he took a bite. This he did over and over, saying the word bread in more languages than I could imagine existed—thrusting, hugging, shaking, kissing, biting, exclaiming—until he finally stood in the room empty fisted. Then he burped rhumily and went back upstairs to bed.

I think of that night a lot, especially when I am up myself at 3:00 a.m. I think what did I know about this man? That he loved his wife, yes. And his children. He checked on his kids too often in their rooms; changed the oil in his car every 1,000 miles; kept unnecessary dry goods in his basement. His family used to laugh at him.

He seemed sometimes on an ordinary morning, almost stunned by the fierceness of his happiness. He was, it now seems clear to me, exhausted by the fierceness of his blessings, in a sense afraid of them.

He was a holocaust survivor, Johnny’s dad, and the contrast woke him in the night.

The picture of that holocaust survivor, celebrating the awesome generosity of God with a slice of rye bread in the middle of the night is etched in my soul. That man had been through hell and experienced the worst constraints life can offer. The constraints of life make gratitude possible!

I’m a child of the Great Depression and World War II. I was too young to know what was happening during the depression, but I heard the testimonies of those who lived through it—“We were dirt poor then, but everyone around us was dirt poor. We all knew that we must find our way through it together!”

The constraints of poverty during the Great Depression created a sense of solidarity among people—we were all in this together—and it was reflected in legislation like Social Security, which was for all of us!

That sense of solidarity remained as we became involved in World War II. Actually most Americans did not want to get involved in World War II. We did not want to get caught up in Old World conflicts. We wanted to be left alone. The prevailing sentiment was isolationism. Only after we were directly attacked by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor did we realize that we must defend ourselves.

But once the die was cast, Americans united behind the war effort. Everyone sacrificed! All able-bodied men were drafted. Our baseball heroes were drafted—Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams went off to war. The sons of the rich fought and died alongside of the sons of the poor. Joseph Kennedy, Jr., the elder brother of John F. Kennedy died in action. When the men went off to war the women went into the factories and made the tanks and planes. There was the wonderful poster of Rosie the Riveter. Everyone sacrificed. We paid higher taxes to support the war. We accepted price controls and wage controls. We accepted rationing. A family of four was allowed one pound of butter a month. On top of all that we purchased defense bonds.

By the end of the war I was entering high school. The chief goal of every parent I knew was to see that their children got a college education so that they would have a bright future in this “promised land.” Parents would make great sacrifices to ensure their children’s future.

And then something strange happened. After World War II America inherited the world. We were the only major developed country that had not been torn apart by the war. We got on an escalator of affluence that lasted most of the second half of the twentieth century.

I am always amused that our politicians always end their speeches by instructing God to bless America. It seems presumptuous for politicians to be instructing God, but then politicians are presumptuous people. The amazing thing is that God did bless America. God blessed America on a scale beyond our imagination.

The question is: Did this incredible generosity of God cause us Americans to become more and more grateful and, therefore, more and more generous? Or did this affluence make us more and more greedy and mean spirited?

The signs of the times are not encouraging. In fact it looks as if we are doing the very thing God warns us not to do in Deuteronomy chapter 8. In this passage the people of Israel have been liberated from slavery in Egypt and God has led them for forty years through the wilderness. They are about to enter the “Promised Land,” and God gives them a promise and a warning. The promise is a land flowing with milk and honey and silver and gold and cattle and crops. The warning is not to let these blessings destroy their gratitude to God: “Beware lest after you have built fine houses and live in them you become puffed up in your hearts and say to yourselves, ‘my power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’ I the Lord have given you the power to get wealth. If you forget me and go after false gods (idols), you will surely perish.”

The daily news is filled with accounts of the false gods that are worshipped in this country. The most popular idol is the god of unrestrained greed. Early in this 21st century we decided to initiate a war against Iraq on the other side of the world. But in this war the only folks making sacrifices were the young men and women who were fighting and dying there. We decided not to take any responsibility for paying for the cost of the war. Instead we simply added the entire cost to the national debt, which now exceeds fourteen trillion dollars. How can we do this to our children and grandchildren? How can we explain it to them?

“Well, kids, it would have been inconvenient for us to accept any responsibility for paying for the war. It would have interfered with our self-centered, self-serving, self-indulgent life style. We decided it would be better to pass the whole bill on to you to pay. This may foreclose your economic future, but we hope you will understand.”

We have gone from a country where adults used to sacrifice for the sake of their children’s future to become a country where we sacrifice our children’s future to feed our own greed.

There are other false gods who contribute to the decline of this once great nation. There is the god of unrestrained violence. We rightly grieve the more than 5,000 young Americans who have died in the Iraq war. But are we even aware that during this same decade over 250,000 Americans have died violent deaths in this country either because they were killed by fellow Americans or because they committed suicide. We have become a frighteningly violent society.

There is the false god of unrestrained lust. The internet reports on a steady stream of politicians who have betrayed their families. We complain about the lack of bipartisan cooperation in Congress, but there is one activity which Republicans and Democrats seem eager to engage in on a bipartisan basis and that is adultery. If you are a conservative Republican then your role model can be former Governor Mark Sanford who abandoned his wife and children to run off with a woman from South America. If you’re a liberal Democrat, your role model can be former Senator John Edwards from North Carolina who abandoned his wife as she was dying of cancer. And it’s not just the politicians. Apparently Tiger Woods has needed sixteen mistresses in order to prove to himself that he is a “real man.”

We worship the god of fear when we go to airports. The liturgy is called “going through security,” which is strange because the entire process reveals our extreme insecurity. I understand that there are over 850,000 people employed in the enterprise called “national security.”

Another disturbing reality involves our prison population. Thirty-five years ago there were 300,000 people in our prisons. Today there are 2,400,000. That’s an eightfold increase in thirty-five years. If this trend continues there will be twenty million Americans in prison thirty-five years from now.

So what do we do when the worship of so many false gods is leading towards a national demise? I’m doubtful that we can fix it any more than early Christians were able to prevent the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. Empires always collapse because they violate the first and greatest commandment, namely that there is only room for one God in this world and that is the God who created us! Empires fail because they try to take God’s place.

But there is something we can do. We can decide what to do with our own lives and our life together in the body of Christ. The Good News is that Jesus picked twelve of the most ordinary people you could imagine and by living with them, loving them, teaching them, and contending with them he transformed them so that they ended up living extraordinary lives and, according to the great tradition, dying extraordinary deaths. If Jesus could transform them, perhaps he can transform us.

Jesus offers us an alternative community called the kingdom of God or the reign of God or the body of Christ. This community seeks the fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, fidelity, gentleness, and self-control. Empires are characterized by greed, violence, lust, fear, and hate. Which community do we want to shape our lives and our life together?

The decision to follow Jesus is not an easy option. Jesus says many outrageous things. He tells us to love our enemies. I have trouble enough loving my friends. But he obviously means what he says because he practiced what he preached. When he was hanging on the cross he asked God to forgive the very people who had put him there . . . he was loving his enemies.

If we are to live a life of gratitude, it is the constraints of life that make gratitude possible. Next time you are depressed or discouraged just remember that holocaust survivor. Cut yourself a slice of rye bread and celebrate the awesome generosity of God.

The closing hymn is a prayer for our country:

O God of earth and altar, Bow down and hear our cry;

Our earthly rulers falter, Our people drift and die;

The walls of gold entomb us, the swords of scorn divide;

Take not Your thunder from us, but take away our pride.

From all that terror teaches, From lies of pen and voice,

From all the easy speeches That make our hearts rejoice,

From sale and profanation Of honor and the sword,

From sleep and from damnation, Deliver us, good Lord.
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