SMALL THINGS WITH GREAT LOVE – FCCH – 9/1/2024
The beautiful story of the feeding of the 5,000 reminds us that a small act, in this case, the offering of five loaves of bread and two fish, can be magnified into something bigger than we could have ever imagined.  
“I’m starting to realize that God’s spirit most often moves among us in small ways we might not even notice,” writes the minister Nadia Bolz-Webber. “I’m starting to suspect that the Spirit prefers small nudges to grand gestures.  Those big, impressive moments burn bright, and then often fade.  But the smallest acts seem to plant themselves in us and then grow into things that eventually lead us to important acts.
“A few years ago,” she writes, “just a couple of days after my nephew Henry was shot and killed, my now-husband Eric and I boarded a plane.  I was deep in grief and I could not stop crying the entire flight.  Tears streamed down my face, which I covered with my hand, wishing with all my might that I could just be invisible.
When the plane landed, the woman across the aisle casually handed me a small pack of tissues. I took it without managing the courtesy of even looking at her. Eric stepped in and said simply, ‘Thank you. She’s grieving.’ To which the woman replied understandingly, ‘I thought so.’ And that was it.  Small as a mustard seed. Small as some bread and a fish.
What felt to me at the time like a huge act of compassion was, I feel sure, easily forgettable to the tissue giver. I bet she wouldn’t even remember it. But I will never forget it. And I know for sure that her small gesture planted something in me.
I know this because a couple months ago, I was on a flight that had been delayed, a flight that was filled with stressed out passengers afraid of missing their connections. I quickly noticed the woman next to me crying gently into her hands. I grabbed a small pack of tissues from my purse and gently handed them to her without any eye contact.  She managed to whisper, ‘I might be missing a funeral.’ We soon took off and for the rest of the flight we spoke honestly of grief and even shared stories of our childhood.
What I am saying,” writes Ms. Bolz-Webber, “is that this is what the Spirit can do with a small package of Kleenex. The truth is, we usually have just the tiny things at hand with which to help heal ourselves and this busted up world. Small things that can easily fit in a pocket. But they are enough. 
I cannot say for sure, but I suspect that God’s best gifts are usually the smallest. And they’re everywhere. We may look for God in majesty, and big show-offy miracles and highlight reels and profound spiritual insights and there’s nothing wrong with that. But in the midst of big things, the smallest and not terribly significant miracles surround us constantly.”
Mother Teresa, the Catholic nun who spent most of her years in India to be with the poorest of the poor, once said “Do small things with great love.”  To which she added: “The biggest disease today is not leprosy or tuberculosis, but rather the feeling of being unwanted, uncared for and deserted by everybody. The greatest evil is the lack of love and charity, and indifference toward’s one’s neighbor.” 
Some of Mother Teresa’s writings, as you know, became public after her death, and we now know that she suffered with deep depression, and she sometimes doubted the existence of God in the midst of the depression.  And yet, in spite of this, she continued her ministry. Knowing that Mother Teresa struggled emotionally and spiritually might be a source of inspiration for each of us to keep going, keep trying to do the next right thing, even when we feel discouraged or depressed.
Mother Teresa’s story also reminds us for the truth of the words with which Karla usually ends our worship service: “Be kinder than necessary, because everyone is fighting some kind of battle.” Those words might be the most important words that are said in the entire service, and they are our call to action.
Father Richard Rohr said: “After fourteen years as a chaplain in the Albuquerque jails, I am convinced that the reason people make great mistakes is because they have never heard what Jesus heard on the day of his baptism. They have never heard another human voice, much less a voice from heaven, say to them ‘You are a beloved child, and in you I am well pleased.’ If we’ve never had anyone believe in us, affirm us, called us beloved, we don’t have anywhere to begin, and so we spend our whole lives searching for those words in some form or another.  The one purpose of religion,” says Father Rohr, “is to communicate this truth to every person: You are God’s beloved.” You matter.
The late Bishop John Shelby Spong takes it a step further when he reminds us:  We are not fallen sinners infected with original sin. We are simply incomplete people yearning to be made whole.  Jesus is not our savior or rescuer, but rather, Jesus is the incarnate love of God who showed us how to interact with each other, and whose Spirit gives us the courage to be who we were made to be.  When people believe this, says Bishop Spong, they will find wholeness.
Michelle Obama recently spoke in her speech at the Democratic National Convention of the importance of small deeds, what she referred to as “doing something.”  She said: “If they lie about her, and they will, we’ve got to do something. If we see a bad poll, and we will, we’ve got to put down that phone and do something. If we start feeling tired, if we start feeling that dread creeping back in, we’ve got to pick ourselves us, throw water on our face and do something.”  As we head into the last two months before the most important election of our lifetime, the words “do something” are indeed important for each of us.  No matter what, we can all do something, like make a phone call, knock on a door, give some money. It might seem small, but it’s something. And a lot of small somethings will add up in this election, just as it does when we offer small acts of goodness to the world.
I’ve seen these small acts of goodness at work in our church all summer. One of the questions I’ve been asked this past week is “What have you learned through serving as the sabbatical pastor?” And the answer to that is something I knew, but it’s been reinforced in big ways this summer, and that is that every one of us is carrying some kind of burden,  whether it’s health issues, family issues, or feeling stuck, lonely or scared, or literally life and death issues.  I’ve been reminded in so many ways this summer, however, of two things: one is the amazing wisdom and courage with which people walk through these challenging times, and two is that small gestures and brief words of support and care, simple things like a card or text or hug, can implant in others a sense of hope.
My friend Emily, in fact, says that she begins each day by asking herself “Who do I need to love today?”  I really like  that, and I’m going to adapt it in my life. Beginning each day with the question, the prayer, the intention “Who do I need to love today” is a good way to live. It’s a good way to do something.
The beautiful poem by John Roedel that we learned from Joan Saniuk says: “You are somebody’s front porch to God. You are someone’s doorway to mercy. You are the world’s threshold to kindness. You are my entrance to letting go of regret. No pressure, but your life is a gateway to peace for both strangers and friends alike. Whether you realize it or not, empathy has chosen you to turn your heart into a welcome mat for others. This is the purpose of your life: to let your existence become a candlelit veranda of hope for the rest of us to gather on during the long night.”
The poet Ram Dass has a saying that we often quote around here: “In the end we are just walking each other home.”  I think he means it in terms of being with people until they die.  And that’s important. But I’ve been thinking this week that maybe home is not just death, but rather home is when we feel we’re not alone, when we feel seen and heard, when we feel appreciated, when we feel useful, when we feel loved, or when we don’t feel stuck, or don’t feel like we have to be someone who we’re not. Warts and all, we feel accepted.  Maybe that’s home. And maybe that’s what we are walking each other to, small act by small act.
For those of us who feel drawn to be fixers, or people-pleasers, the words of Mother Teresa: “Not all of us can do great things. But we can all do small things with great love” give us permission to simply do the next right thing in loving each other.  And like the boy whose five loaves of bread and two fish fed 5,000, our small gifts, whether it’s to help elect the right person as president, or whether it’s to lift up those who are struggling, when these small acts are given with love, they can be magnified, and they can change the world. Amen. 
 
