
        Pentecost 12 - Proper 14C
        8/11/13 - Grace St. Paul’s

 When I was eight years old, a major outing for my family was a trip to the Sears 

Roebuck department store.  Every time we were there, I would ask my parents if I could 

go make a detour to sporting goods.  Winding my way down the aisles of fishing gear, 

camping equipment, basketballs, footballs, and jerseys, I would quickly move to my 

cherished row, yes, you guessed it, the baseball aisle.  Struggling not to be 

overwhelmed by entire boxes of virgin, white baseballs, Oriole baseball caps and 

spikes, and the lines of sleek wooden bats, (aluminum bats were still a thing of the 

future), I would head for one section because I was on a mission.  I wanted, I needed to 

be in the midst of leather.  By the way westerners, what I was looking at were gloves, 

not mitts.  First basemen and catchers wear mitts, all other positions wear gloves.  I had 

tried on every glove in that store and I knew the one for me.  It was a genuine Rawlings, 

the only brand that big leaguers wore in those days.  The one I had chosen was an 

autographed Mickey Mantle model.  Of course, I really didn’t want a glove signed by a 

Yankee.  But I was not so naive as to to believe that a lowly Baltimore Oriole was 

famous enough to have his own model glove sold in a national department store.  

Besides, the Mantle glove was perfect.  It had the deep hidden pocket and the right 

curvature of the fingers, so important for snagging balls seemingly out of reach.  Most 

importantly, even though it was a glove made for an adult, I could keep it on, even with 

my tiny little hand.  My glove was not sitting on the shelf or hanging off a hook, but there 

in the back, in a blue and red box.  It was way in the back, because I did not have 

enough money to buy it.  I actually put it back there myself, attempting to hide it from a 

casual buyer.  
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 Each time there, I looked at the price hand written on the side of the box, hoping 

that it had changed.  But it hadn’t.  It was still $24.99.  24.99 was more than our family 

spent on groceries for two weeks.  It was an unfathomable amount not only for me, but 

my parents.  I had already calculated that by utilizing every penny of my allowance, it 

would take me two years to afford the glove.  

 I was not deterred however.  I saved every penny.  On my birthday, I asked my 

parents and grandparents to not buy me anything, but to give me cash.  I worked myself 

silly to make a quarter every chance I found.  And with that extra infusion of money, I 

was able to save the money in a little over a year.  Amazingly, the glove was still there.  

Because I had never purchased anything costing more than 3.00 in my life, I didn’t even 

know about things like sales tax.  My Dad had to pay that for me the day we purchased 

the glove.  It would be the most expensive purchase I would make until I was an adult.

 Just telling you about it, I can feel again the euphoria that pulsed through my 

body the day I carried that box out of the store.  That joy remained with me every time I 

put it on.  I used saddle soap on the glove each week to break it in and I kept a softball 

tied into the glove to create the largest pocket of any glove in my neighborhood.  When I 

was finished playing with it, I returned it to the same red and blue box. This went on for 

years until the box literally disintegrated around it.  

 The glove stayed with me throughout grade school and all the way through high 

school.  In my 20's, when I played more softball, the glove was still my constant 

companion.  Now that it was 15 years old, it was not uncommon for some stitching to 

break or for some stuffing to pop out when I made a catch.  Others laughed at me, but I 

knew it was still the best glove ever.  I would just restring it and keep going.  Then in my 
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30's, my wonderful glove now 30 years old, it happened.  I was a player/coach for a 

softball team in St. George, Utah.  In the midst of the playoffs one summer, we won an 

important game and had to hastily move to a second field to play the next round...and I 

forgot to pick up my glove.  Later, after scouring all the fields, I called every team in the 

league and asked them to look through their equipment.  Jean ran an ad in the local 

newspaper offering a reward.  But it was gone.  I would never see it again.  

 All of us have material things that hold deep meaning, items that come to 

symbolize something much greater than the object itself.  My glove was not just a tool, it 

was my memories of the best parts of youth.  When I picked it up after my mom died, I 

could hear her again, listing the starting players on every team in the American League 

in 1959. I could hear my Grandma telling me in the winter of 1965 that our trade for 

Frank Robinson was the final piece of the Oriole puzzle, and that next year, we were 

going to win it all.  “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  There’s 

nothing wrong with having an affection for a thing that takes us back to our most sacred 

memories.  In fact, that is what the sacramental principle is all about.  A normal secular 

thing can represent for each of us a window to the divine.

 The problem becomes when those things move from being symbols of the divine, 

to actually becoming the holy.  When material objects begin to take on the significance 

of what they are meant to symbolize, then what they do is separate us from the 

meaning of life.  They become idols.  This is the issue in all three of our readings today.    

Misplaced priorities.
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 Perhaps the best modern example of today’s readings was the book and 

subsequent movie, The House of Sand and Fog.  It is the ultimate example of an object 

going from symbolizing what is meaningful to actually becoming the thing that is holy.  

Take a look. (Trailer available on GSP website.)

 At first, the character played by Jennifer Connelly sees her house much the way I 

saw my glove.  It links her with her family.  But when she loses it, the house becomes 

more than symbol.  Rather than representing the good in her life, she believes it IS her 

life.  Her total existence becomes an obsession with getting it back.  The house 

becomes her soul.  Meanwhile, the former Iranian colonel played by Ben Kingsley, who 

has not been able to find meaningful work in America, sees this home as his opportunity 

to recover his former prestige.  He will not sell it because it has moved from being a 

symbol, to becoming the only thing that gives his life meaning.  The house itself 

becomes the object of meaning making for every character in the story.  As they pit 

themselves against one another, the inevitable tragedies ensue and lives are ended and 

ruined. 

 The movie and our readings point out that if we see any material possession as 

giving us meaning, we are doomed.  What is it then, that really is important?  Most of us 

will immediately respond, well, God.  And of course that is true.  But what about God?

 Many religious traditions teach that our lives are given meaning when we believe 

in God and God’s tenets.  That, they say is the center of life.  But according to the first 

sentence of today’s Gospel, that is not the beginning of life in God.  “Do not be afraid, 

for it is God’s pleasure to give us the kingdom.”  What gives our lives meaning as 

Christians is not what God wants from us, but rather what God does for us.  I would 
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suggest that this may be the most misunderstood aspect of our faith.  Other religions 

emphasize what we are to do, but Judaism and Christianity begin with the notion that 

God acts.

 It is only after we understand that our lives are given meaning by what God gives 

us that we can move on to the next step, the next sentence of the Gospel.  We are 

asked to be givers too, but not so we can get something, but rather because we are to 

imitate God.  God gives to us, so we give to others.  We give to others because we 

have faith in a God who gives to us no matter what we do.

 The central meaning of our lives then, cannot be gloves or houses.  But it also is 

not about doing God’s will so that we can reach salvation.  Instead, our readings all tell 

us it is about faith, faith in a God who gives us the kingdom before we do anything.  

Now the concept of faith as defined for us so well today in the reading from Hebrews, 

just may be the second most misunderstood and misrepresented concept in our 

tradition.  Faith, according to today’s readings, has nothing to do with believing in a God 

that will come and fix our problems.  In fact, what we hear is that faith is the opposite of 

sitting back and waiting.  Instead, we hear in all three readings that faith is defined 

through action.  Sarah and Abraham show their faith by doing the opposite of the 

characters in The House of Sand and Fog.  They walk away from their home and all 

their possessions into an unknown world.  And Jesus tells us that we are to be “dressed 

for action” and ready to be in God’s presence at any moment.  Faith is actively 

implementing hope.  Faith is giving substance to our hope.  It is an active way of life that 

makes the kingdom that God gives obvious to us.  What is that kingdom like?  It is a 

place, Jesus tells us, where the Master turns around and waits on the slaves.  We have 
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talked before about the fact that sometimes all of us need to be humble enough to allow 

others to assist us.  Now today, we learn that not only must we be willing to allow others 

to give to us, we need to allow ourselves to be served by God.  That just may be the 

most radical religious concept in history.  But that’s what our faith says.  Be willing to let 

God bring you into abundance.

 Does this mean that life will always be hunky-dory if we stay centered in active 

faith and avoid the trap of allowing stuff to rule our lives?  Apparently not.  The prophets 

and saints lauded in our reading from Hebrews are all distinguished by their active faith.  

But as we know, many of them suffer, are rejected and are persecuted.  They have 

successes but they also have failures, they have triumphs but they also have tragedies.  

Sarah and Abraham did not live to see the fulfillment of God’s promise to their people.  

Moses had to be content to peer into the land that God had promised him from the top 

of the mountain.  Martin Luther King, Jr. was killed before he would see the kingdom 

come to his people.  The point in Hebrews is that people were able to maintain their 

faith even though they did not see God’s promise all the way to fulfillment.  We live and 

die in the faith with our God given hopes not fully realized.  We live in active faith not 

because we receive rewards, but because this is what centers our lives.  

 Does this mean that if our lives are properly centered in active faith that this faith 

of ours will be unshakable?  I used to believe that.  But what today’s readings point out 

is that if you are operating on the basis of sure knowledge, you don’t need faith.  Doubt 

may be the opposite of certainty, but doubt it is an integral part of faith.  Faith is the 

ability to continue taking action even when doubts are saying that this is not a good 
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idea.  Having doubts, concerns, and questions about life and God, is not lack of faith, 

but rather the things that create a deeper, more mature faith.  

 Faith is misconstrued when we understand it as a calming influence in our lives.  

Faith is never an escape, but rather something that thrusts us into the middle of life.  

That is the common thread among Sarah and Abraham and all those described in 

Hebrews. They all plunge into life as a result of it, and that is exactly what Jesus asks 

us to do in the Gospel.

 When I realized that active faith is to be the center of our lives, today’s seemingly 

disjointed Gospel finally cohered for me.  Jesus tells us to sell our possessions and give 

alms and then goes right into this stuff about being prepared for Christ coming into our 

lives.  What is the connection?   Well, as I experienced with my glove and as we see in 

The House of Sand and Fog, when possessions become more than symbols, when they 

become our center, everything else in our lives stop.  We become frozen in place, we 

cannot act.  I believe Jesus is telling us that we cannot prepare for God’s presence, that 

we will not even be aware of God’s presence in our life, unless we stay active in faith.  

And the only way we can do that is to see the danger in possessions possessing us.  

Our society, of course, says the opposite.  We are told that if we store up our money 

and possessions, we will feel safe for whatever lies ahead.  But Jesus says that the 

more you possess, the more you fear, the more you become frozen in fear, both of other 

humans (thieves) and nature (moths).     

 The irony in all of this is that the way we build our own treasure in the kingdom of 

God is the opposite of the way we do it in the world.  We build our treasure by giving 

7



away our stuff and our money!  And herein lies the spirituality of giving for a Christian.  

We have to give it away because that is what God does for us.

 That, of course, is what the kingdom of God is all about.  A wild, wonderful place 

where the unexpected always occurs.  A place where it is God’s pleasure to give to us.  

A place where our own God not only cares for us, but gives us gifts and serves us!  A 

place where we act in faith not so God can give us the kingdom, but because God has 

already given us the kingdom.  A place where our own active faith allows us to see 

beyond the world as others see it, “to the assurance of things hoped for, for the 

conviction of things not seen.”  It is, the most magnificent, magical, mystical place 

imaginable.  And all we need to do is drop our gloves and run into it, together as God’s 

beloved community.  Are you ready?  Let’s do it.  Amen.
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