January 17, 2010
Gifts for the Kingdom… (not talents for the privileged)
1 Corinthians 12:4-11
John 2:1-11

The wedding at Cana was in crisis: the wine had run out. You’d think that after three days the guests would take a hint and go home. But that’s not how it worked in those days. The party was supposed to last a week – this was a festival! To run out of wine was a disaster. And it cast a pall over the future of the young married couple. 

Reluctantly, and somewhat pressed by his mother to do something about it, Jesus turned the water into wine. Vast amounts of water into vast amounts of wine. And not just any wine, but fabulous wine, the best they had ever tasted. An abundance of the best.
It’s a strange miracle the gospel of John starts out with. It isn’t a healing; he doesn’t bring the dead back to life; it isn’t a matter of life and death. He makes wine. Good wine, in abundance. Jesus brings joy. 

In John’s gospel it says that Jesus came that we might have life, and have it abundantly. God’s Spirit brings that abundance to our lives. Again and again and again – gift upon gift upon gift. God takes our ordinary lives, and in a miracle, makes our lives something wonderful. Gifts of the Spirit, from God. 
In Paul’s letter to Corinth, he talks about those spiritual gifts. He’s talking about abilities – things people can do with the power of the Spirit. Some teach, some interpret, some heal. It’s not the same thing for everyone. One person may be really good at A, but do terribly at B. Both A and B are important, but it’s a rare person who can do them both. Kind of like blood types – you are what you are, and each is important in its own way. Some can teach, some can sing, some can work with their hands, some can comfort, some can heal, some can lead. We need a variety of gifts.
The problem is that we come to think about these gifts as ‘talents’, and we let our talents define us. She’s a wonderful musician. He’s a great cook. And those things may be true. But that’s not who we are. We are children of God, disciples of Christ, born of the Spirit. Our ‘talents’ aren’t who we are, but gifts to use for God’s work in this world. We misunderstand our ‘gifts’ if we define ourselves solely by our talent. 
Defining ourselves by our talents isn’t good for us. It warps our self-understanding and makes us less than we really are. I recently heard about an experiment done with grade-school kids. They were given problems to solve – really challenging ones – and afterwards they were praised for what they had done. Only there were two groups of kids, and they were praised differently. One was praised for their effort; the other was praised for their intelligence. 
Later the kids were given more tests and scored again. Here’s where the differences showed up. The kids who were praised for their efforts did really well. The kids who were praised for their intelligence didn’t do as well as they had before. They didn’t want to take on difficult tasks. 

Finally the kids were asked to write about their experience – they wrote letters to kids at another school telling about it. Here’s the thing – 40% of the kids who were praised for their intelligence lied about how well they had done on the tests. They inflated their scores, as if they were supposed to do better than they really did. The researchers concluded that these students weren’t somehow more inclined to lie – “they simply did what people do when they are immersed in an environment that celebrates them solely for their innate ‘talent.’ They begin to define themselves by that description.”

What would happen if we began to see our gifts differently? What if we understood that our talents – our gifts – our abilities – aren’t who we are? They are gifts we have been given to use for the kingdom of God. When we work with what we have been given, we join in God’s work of re-creation. God needs our gifts to help bring heaven to earth, to bring in the kingdom of God. 
I read about a chef in California who is living this out. Eight years ago, Tim Hammack was chef of Bouchon, an upscale French bistro in Napa Valley. Now he runs the kitchen at Bay Area Rescue Mission, a 200-bed homeless shelter with a fourteen-month recover program for drug addicts.  The reporter writes, 

Mr. Hammack grew up in a trailer in American Canyon, a working-class enclave outside Napa. Each day, the school bus to Vintage High School… traveled through vineyards and mustard fields. He went to culinary school, apprenticed at César restaurant in Berkeley, cooked and backpacked through Spain and Morocco and wound up at Bouchon, with a dream job.
A dedicated churchgoer, Mr. Hammack realized after two years that an entire career spent cooking for the affluent would not fulfill him. Today, he leads a double life, spending weekdays at the mission and weekends catering in San Francisco with a company he founded, Bohemian Elegance.

In 2002, the mission teamed up with the local community college, where those who have graduated from the recovery program can go on to a full-fledged cooking school. 
At the Christian mission, Mr. Hammack’s sous-chefs include Chris Dikes, a former methamphetamine user for whom “the constant hustle,” as Mr. Dikes put it, was all that mattered, and food was just something to choke down between highs…
One recent day, Mr. Hammack was instructing a resident, Sat Ly, how to slice through fresh herbs “so that everything stays vibrant and green.” Mr. Ly, 35, had worked as a fryer in Chinese restaurants before becoming addicted to cocaine.
When lunch was served — spice-rubbed turkey sandwiches with walnut stuffing, cranberry sauce and aioli — there was the sense of a curtain closing on a magnificent play. 
Afterward, Reginald Russell, a recovering methamphetamine user, led the men at the tables in a hymn. “I’m a hard-fighting soldier on the battlefield,” they sang. 
 “There’s the spiritual food and the physical food,” he said. 

All of it, comfort food.
 

What if we understood that our spiritual gifts weren’t ‘talents’ that defined us, but gifts to use for the sake of God’s kingdom on earth? How would that change how we saw ourselves? How would that change what we did with the gifts we’ve been given? 
I don’t know if you were here Friday night for the fundraiser, but it was amazing. It started with the band that Thom’s in with Doris and Carl Porter and Stephen and Terri Applegate and Robin Brown. Carl thought of the idea to have the band play a fundraiser for St. Luke, for their building project. The roof of their historic building is threatening to come down, so they called the event “Raise the Roof.” 

Soon “The Old School Band” offered to play, too – Robin’s in that band as well, with Steve Bain, Jack Hire and Paul Richards. Paul’s in about seven bands himself, so he asked his friends in the Brian Lewis band to play. I knew things had changed when the equipment truck pulled up Friday afternoon and the roadies started setting up the soundboard and speakers. This was Big Time. They wanted to help, too. 

Then Jay Callendar heard about it – he’s a member here and friends with Thom and Paul – Jay’s a professional chef who just recently returned from a year at a culinary institute. He offered to make the food. Some of his friends heard about it and offered to help. They’re not even members here or at St. Luke – they just wanted to help. The food was phenomenal – fresh spring rolls with spicy peanut sauce, and stuffed mushrooms, and little individual cheesecakes with fruit – I can’t even name everything they made. 
Of course, that kind of food isn’t cheap. Another member of our church heard what Jay was doing and stepped up to help pay for it. He got a posse of his friends together to foot the bill so more could go to the project. 

It was an amazing night. Food and music and fun – all in abundance. Not just any music, but rock-the-house great music. Three bands playing! Not just any food, but delicious, mouth-watering, professional chef cuisine. Gifts of the Spirit, given generously, grace upon grace upon grace. 
We raised over $3100 that night. Half of it will go to St. Luke’s church to help with their building repair. The other half will go to Haiti. As Stephen said, St. Luke’s roof is about to fall down, but theirs have already fallen. They need our help. 

The gifts of God, given in abundance. Not talents to be proud of. Gifts to use, spiritual gifts, for all the children of God. 

Such is the kingdom of heaven. 
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