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One of the real joys about having a small child is to watch her watching you, and picking up and repeating your own words and actions. You realize that she’s learning how to live by watching you. Now, one of the things that does is to make you be very careful about what you say and do. Another thing it does is to make you want to teach some important things about life.

Our seventeen-month-old granddaughter has learned to say “Thank you,” and she loves to say it. She says it not just when you give her something, but also when she gives you something. I can’t say that she really knows what it means yet – to her, it’s just what you say when you give or receive something. But that’s alright. She will understand the meaning later. For now, it’s enough that she knows to say “Thank you.” It’s important that she does it even though she doesn’t really know what it means. Because by doing something regularly, it becomes part of who you are, and it’s a reminder of who you are. 

This passage from Deuteronomy is designed to help us know who we are. It is called the law of the first fruits, and it was written for those times in Israel's history when people were tempted to forget how actively involved God was in their lives. For such times, they were given the law of the first fruits. It involved the custom of bringing the first fruits of the harvest as an offering to the Lord, but its real purpose was to remind the people who they were, what they had to be thankful for, and to give them a meaningful way to do it.

When they brought their offerings, the people were instructed to say: "A wandering Aramean was my father; and he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number; there he became a great nation, great, mighty, and populous. And the Egyptians treated us harshly, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage. Then we cried to the Lord... and the Lord heard our voice, and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression; and the Lord brought us out of Egypt... and he brought us in to this land, a land flowing with milk and honey."

It seems that there are three vitally important aspects to this ritual recitation. First of all, the people were instructed to remember that their ancestors were wanderers, people without a home of their own. And they were to recall that, “the Egyptians treated us harshly, and afflicted us and laid upon us hard bondage....” In other words, this says that it’s important to remember your pain. If the only way for you to be able to give thanks is to forget all the hurtful, painful things in your life, then you‘re not really giving thanks anyway. To truly give thanks, you must remember your pain.

Do you notice the use of the words "we" and "us?" "The Egyptians treated us harshly...we cried to the Lord... the Lord heard our voice." Not "them" and "their," but "we" and "our." The priests who wrote the law this way knew than genuine thanksgiving has to be for something more than an historical event; it has to involve us; it has to be a living remembrance. The same is true for us. For our thanksgiving to be meaningful, it has to be more than a mere remembering of what people did who lived 300 years ago. It doesn’t do us any good to simply re-enact their thanksgiving -- it has to be our thanksgiving. And for it to be our thanksgiving, we have to remember a time when we needed something. We need to remember our pain.

We just marked the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. The great fear most of my generation grew up with was communism, and 20 years ago, as if overnight, that great fear was gone. The Berlin Wall was probably the greatest symbol of that fear and that oppression. Remember the speech President Kennedy gave standing next to the Berlin Wall -- his "Ich Bien Ein Berliner" speech? He made the point that free people everywhere are citizens of Berlin. "We" were involved in the pain of Berliners.

This is what the authors of the law of the first fruits knew: thanksgiving would not last nor long be meaningful if it were simply for people of another time and other lands. It has to involve us. Wherever freedom has been strangled, wherever people have been oppressed, it involves us. We know what it is to be held captive -- if not by a repressive state, then certainly by the expectations of others; even others who love us. We know what it is to be bound up and boxed in -- maybe not by a Berlin Wall, but certainly by the walls we and others put up between ourselves. We have had the same pain in our lives. So don't just bring an offering, says Deuteronomy, also remember your pain.

The second vital element in this ritual of the first fruits is expressed in the words, "The Lord heard," and "the Lord saw." “The Lord heard our voice, and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression,” says Deuteronomy. Remember your pain, but then know that your pain is not ignored, no matter how much it may seem so as days drag into months and months into years. God does hear, and God does see.

Some of you, I know, are doing more this season than simply remembering your pain; you're living it. You're in the midst of it right now. Some of you are lonely; some terribly worried and concerned; some are grieving and some are angry; some of you are confused about which way to turn and who to turn to; and some of you are quietly desperate. I know this because I know you. If we hear and see each other's pain so clearly, do you suppose that God does not also hear and see?

Yet, for all of us, there are times when that is precisely what we suppose. Because we all run into that brick wall of the faith that forces us to ask: "If I am in pain, and if God hears my cries and sees my suffering, then why am I still in pain?"

There's nothing I'd like more than to give you the answer to that question, but I just don't have it. Maybe your healing (like during illness) takes time and involves further pain. Maybe you haven't learned all you need to learn from your pain. Maybe God is waiting for you to use the resources he's already given. There are all kinds of "maybes," and most offer only cold comfort.

When we come to that brick wall, that point of questioning why God hasn‘t made it better by now, we basically have two choices. When I continue to be in pain, and I affirm that God hears my complaints and sees my suffering, then I must conclude that either: God does not care; or God is working in a way I'm not yet aware of, and I must simply continue to trust God. And this leads to the third vital element of the law of the first fruits.

This is expressed by the words, "The Lord brought us out... and the Lord brought us in...." What the people were supposed to say next when they brought their thanksgiving offering was: “the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm,... and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.” This affirms that, just as the Lord has done in the past, so now the Lord is working for our good, because the Lord has always worked for our good. So bring your thanksgiving offering to the Lord, your first fruits, remembering your pain, and trusting that God hears and sees you where you are, and seeking to discover how God may be working in your life right now.

This is the law of the first fruits. The people were required to give thanks, precisely because they did not always feel like giving thanks. It was enacted not because God required it, but because the people needed it. They needed to be reminded of who they were. They needed some way to meaningfully offer thanksgiving for what God had done, is doing, and had yet to do. 

When I meet with people who are considering joining the church, they often ask what will be expected of them. Usually, what they mean is, “How much will I be expected to give?” I could quote to them the law of the first fruits, or talk about tithing – giving ten percent of one’s income – as the standard. Perhaps I should, but I don’t. I’m afraid I’ll scare people off if I do. What I say instead is that they should give an amount that is meaningful to them. I leave what that might be up to them. Whatever it is, it should mean something, for it is a way for you to give thanks for what God has done, is doing, and will do. 

In the church we often operate out of a sense of scarcity. I’ve been in church council meetings and finance committee meetings where it was stated that, even if offerings had been pretty good and we had no scarcity, we shouldn’t say that to the congregation, or they may stop giving. Most of the time, though, the scarcity is real, and so we tell the congregation again and again that we’re short of funds and in danger of not meeting all our obligations. 

I’ve always believed that the congregation should know exactly where we stand financially. But the comes a time when, after so many reports of shortfalls and unmet needs, that everyone begins to feel a sense of panic. We begin to feel that no matter what we do, it is never enough. And this tends to make us somewhat less than thankful.

There was a time when Jesus had to deal with this. His disciples were anxious about not having enough food for a crowd of five thousand people. All they could find was a boy who offered five loaves and two fish. Rather than be anxious about the scarcity, however, Jesus gave thanks for what they had… and it turned out it was more than enough.

We teach our children the importance of saying “Thank you,” even if they don’t yet understand what that means; even if what we’ve been given is not something we want or like; even if what we’ve been given is not enough. We do this because we know the importance of gratitude. Unless we learn to be grateful for what we have, we will never be satisfied because there will always be much that we don’t have. 

I hope you can find a way to be grateful for what you have, and to do so in a way that is meaningful to you. You may do well to keep in mind the law of the first fruits: remember your pain, know that God hears and sees, and affirm all the ways God has brought you out and brought you in. And know that God will continue to do that, and is, in fact, doing so even now. Amen.

