Mission Talk

Opening Prayers:

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women and

blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death, Amen.

Lord Jesus, we praise you and we thank you for all of the gifts we have been given by

your hands.  We thank you especially for the gift of life, without which no other gift

would matter.  We beg your forgiveness for the times in our lives when we have not thanked you for these gifts or have failed to put them to use as you intended.  We come before you now, and we ask you for the graces we need to open up our hearts to you, to place our trust in you, and to see the many ways in which you are working in our lives and the value of the many gifts you have given to us.  Help us, Lord Jesus, as we seek to share the gift of our whole selves with one another as we strive to achieve that unity which you have asked of us.
Each of us who are gathered here has problems, concerns, fears, and worries.  These things are weighing us down, and they distract us from truly being able to listen to what God wants us to hear.  Each of you, as you came in, received a sheet of paper with several boxes on it.  In each of those boxes, I want you to write down one problem, fear, concern, or worry that you have.  If you need more paper to get these all out, just raise your hand.  It may be a mortgage payment that is months behind or even just late, and you are worried about how you are going to pay it.  If that is your worry, I want you to write in your box “mortgage payment” and then underneath or beside it I want you to write the exact dollar amount that you need to make that worry go away.  Maybe your problem is that your house is disorganized and you’ve got company coming soon and you’re fretting over how you’re going to get that house cleaned.  If that’s what is worrying you, please write down, “House cleaning”.  Maybe you are afraid that you’re going to lose your job or maybe that you won’t be able to find another one since you’ve been out of work for a while.  If that is your fear, I want you to write down “Need a Job” and underneath that what kind of job you are looking for.  If you are hungry, and you have no money for food, write that down.  Be specific, be thorough, and dare to be completely honest.  We’re going to play some music for you while we wait for you to finish.
(Give 10 minutes for this process – fill the time with music)

Now that you’ve filled out your sheet, I want you to separate each of your problems, worries, and concerns.  Once you’ve done that, I want you to come up front and I want you to nail that problem, that worry, or that concern to the cross.  As you are hammering your problems, worries, and concerns to the cross, I want you to recite this prayer, “Jesus, I trust in you.”  Please do not hold back any of your problems, worries, or concerns.  Christ will not take them from you, you must freely give them to Him, but if you place your trust in Him and you willingly give those problems to Him, He will take care of those burdens for you.  It may not happen tonight, or even tomorrow night, but it will happen. 
(This portion depends entirely on the size of the group.  Approximately 5 minutes for every person in attendance.  You will need approximately 1 cross for every 18 people in attendance in order to make this flow smoothly, so that this part of the talk takes roughly an hour and a half. Each cross should have an attendant standing there to brace the cross and assist those who need help in hammering.  These crosses do not need to be crucifixes nor do they need to be made of anything more substantial than two thick branches or pieces of plywood. Suggestions for filling the time:  1) Eucharistic Adoration: Introduce the Monstrance as people begin to form the line and retire it once there are only three people left standing in line; 2) Praise and Worship Music.  Once the last person has come up, have those attendants at each cross bring them forward for public view)
Each of the nails that you see here represents an individual burden.  As individuals, you have tried to carry these burdens by yourself.  Alone, you were defeated.  Now, though, you have entrusted these burdens to Jesus.  Jesus is the only one big enough to carry all of these burdens by Himself.  He is the only one who can defeat them.  
We are members of Christ’s body.  What we as individuals cannot defeat alone, we can defeat together.  Within this community are all of the tools, the resources, the talents, and the gifts we need to remove the worries, fears, and concerns of every person in this parish.  Our communities are like a jigsaw puzzle.  Each of the members of this community, from the newly conceived baby in the womb to the elderly person who lies on the very threshold of heaven’s door, contains within them talents and gifts which are a piece of that jigsaw puzzle.  However, if any one of us refuses to share these talents and gifts with our community the puzzle remains incomplete.  If any one of us is denied life, denied the right to come into the community, or if we do not value those gifts and talents and so we discard them as being worthless, we will never be able to complete this puzzle.  The community will always have a gap in what it has and what it needs because those people are not there filling in the gaps.   
There are no poor people in this community, only those who live in poverty.  We are all rich in the gifts and the talents which God has given us.   The key to unlocking these gifts and talents, to making them useful in our communities and in our own lives is gratitude.  Understand that EVERYTHING you have, your life, your home, your car, and the very air you breathe, is a gift from God.  If you are materially prosperous, it is easy to become complacent and to congratulate yourself for your own hard work in getting where you are, but this is ingratitude.  It is not you who put the people and the talents and the gifts into your lives that allowed you to get where you are – it was God’s work.  God gave you a body that was capable of doing the work.  God gave you the circumstances that led you down the path you traveled to gain it all.  So, do not congratulate yourself on what you have done – THANK GOD FOR IT! Understand that it was given to you to be shared with others, and that if you do not share with others not only will it be taken away from you and given to someone who will use it as God intended it to be used but that you will NEVER achieve your greatest success, your greatest material prosperity, until you DO share with others.
If you are in material poverty, THANK GOD FOR IT! Your suffering is very real, and I completely understand that you may hate it and despise it and be desperate to be free of it.  However, suffering is one of the primary ways by which God teaches us. The lesson may be for you, or for the person accompanying you on the journey of suffering. A very wise priest once told me that the suffering will last just as long as it takes for the lesson to be learned.  I would not be standing here talking to you now if God had not allowed me suffer through poverty for so many years of my life.  I struggled and I fought Him every step of the way.  I wanted to be rich, because I had it in my head that money would bring me the security I lacked in my life.  It was only because of my poverty, however, that I learned the lessons I am teaching you today.  I learned that there is NO SECURITY except through Christ.  No one, no matter how rich, is ever truly secure on this planet. Uncertainties are a part of life, and no government is powerful enough to stop earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, floods, or even people from coming along and taking away everything you physically possess.
It was through my poverty that I learned the most important things I needed to know.  I learned that I didn’t have to be rich to make a difference in the world; I just had to be willing to serve.  I learned that, as far as God was concerned, my success wouldn’t be measured by what was in my bank account, what car I drove, what house I owned, or how much power I held at my job.  My success, in God’s eyes, was in the quality and the quantity of the relationships that I formed with others.  I learned that it was my ingratitude for everything that God had given me that was blinding me to the gifts, talents, and resources I did have and it was this blindness that prevented me from seeing how to use those gifts, talents, and resources to get myself out of the situation.
Jesus loved to speak in parables, and so I’m going to give you one of my own and I hope that you take it to heart and allow it to change your life by changing the way you view things, as it did for me.  I call it the Parable of the Tin Can.

A man was wandering in the desert.  After spending hours in the hot sun and getting no where, he stopped a moment to pray to God.  He said, “Lord, please send me water!”.  Then he waited.  Seeing no rain clouds in sight, nor hearing any response, he then got up off his knees and continued on.  A few feet from where he prayed, he stumbled and fell.  Looking at what had caused him to trip, he spied a rusty tin can.  Angry and miserable, he got up and took his anger and frustration out on the tin can, kicking it as far as he could before continuing on.  

A few hours later, even more desperate now than he had been before, he again knelt down and prayed, “Lord, please send me water!”.  Again, he waited but he saw no rain clouds forming and he heard no response.  Getting up off his knees, he started walking again.  It wasn’t very long before he stumbled and fell.  Looking down, he spied that same rusty tin can.  Even more angry and miserable than he had been before, he kicked it harder than ever before continuing on. 

Several hours went by, and still the man had found no water nor had any rain fallen.  Unable to take it any longer, he fell down on his knees and began to weep.  He cried out to God, “Lord, why do you ignore me? Do you not love me? When I ask you for water, why did you not answer me?”  When at last he was finished crying and he was quiet, he heard an exasperated voice answer him.
“My child,” the Lord said, “you asked me for water.  Had I answered the prayer exactly as you asked me, the water you so desperately needed would have seeped through your fingers to soak the desert floor rather than your parched throat.  So, I sent you a tin can to put the water in.  Moreover, you had not thought of what you would eat, but I did.  The tin can is useful not only to hold water but as a container to gather food and to cook it.  Finally, you did not think at all about how you were going to get out of the desert, but I did.  That tin can, when shined with the sand so abundantly found here, can be used as a signal to attract the attention of the rescue vehicles I have been sending your way.  Now, stand up.  The tin can I sent you is just up ahead, and where it landed is the oasis where you will find the water you have requested and the food your body needs.  Stay there, and polish the can.  I will deliver you from this desert in due time.”

You may be listening to me and thinking, “But she doesn’t know me.  I don’t have anything to offer.”  This is simply not true.  Can you cook? Share your cooking to one who cannot.  Can you clean? Share your ability to clean to one who can’t.  Are you a natural organizer? Share your ability to organize things with someone who can’t get organized.  Do you love to serve other people? Share your gift for serving with those who cannot serve.  These things are gifts and they are important gifts.  I know that these occupations are not usually valued in our society, but the truth of the matter is that not everyone can cook, not everyone can clean, not everyone can organize, not everyone can serve.  These gifts are needed in the community.  
If you happen to be someone who doesn’t know what your talent is, there’s a four step process to finding it.  First, take a look at all of the things you know how to do and write those down.  Don’t discard any knowledge you have even if you think it isn’t useful.  Second, look at things that you know how to do that other people have complimented you on or which have drawn other people’s attention and put a star beside those things.  Third, look at your hobbies or the things that you like to do and put another star beside those things.  Fourth, write down things you don’t think you have the talent to do, but that you are drawn toward or especially enjoy.  If you want to find where your talents lie look for the intersection of things that bring you joy and happiness, since this is what God wants for you.

For instance, if you have a gift for writing and you enjoy photography but do not have a special gift for it, it could be that your talent is to write about photography and photographers.  If you can’t sing but you love music and people have told you many times how good you are at recruiting others to do so, it could be that your talent is to find and recruit musical gifted people. Now, for those people who are good at a lot of different things and who are happy doing a lot of things, your purpose in life is to fill in the gaps.  You are the only one who can fill this job, because you are the only one with the flexibility to do it.  You are not a specialist, and you aren’t the best at any one thing, but because you are good at everything you can do every job well enough until a specialist can be found.

Before I go, I will tell you a simple story.  Once upon a time, in a land not so very far from ours or so very different, a man inherited from his parents a very large tract of land.  However, he had no money to build a home on that land, and he had no talent for growing anything. At first, he tried to sell it, but he was unable to find a buyer since the land had been untended and had grown wild.  Giving up on that, he moved to the city and found a job.  He and one of his co-workers became good friends, and as they shared tales of their childhood and of their dreams for the future, his co-worker admitted that he had grown up on a farm and that he loved growing things.  This gave the man an idea.  He offered to give his friend a portion of the land that he owned if his friend would agree to provide him with half of the harvest each year.  The two shook on this and the two of them combined their money to purchase the tools and the seeds his friend would need to work the land.  
The next year, sure enough, there was an abundant harvest.  In fact, there was enough that both of them were able to sell the extra produce for cash.  A woman came along to buy some of their produce, but she was not able to buy much because she had very little money.  She offered to cook for the men if they would share some of their produce with her.  The men agreed, and enjoyed her cooking so much that they offered to share with her a portion of their harvest each year if she would cook it for them.  She agreed, and with her additional harvest she opened a small restaurant.  
The restaurant became very popular, and one day a traveler came along who could not afford to buy anything but who begged a meal from the cook. The traveler told the cook that she would be glad to sing for the entertainment of her guests in exchange for the meal.  The cook, remembering her own days of poverty, took pity on the traveler and agreed.  That night, the restaurant’s guests dined to the sounds of the traveler’s beautiful voice.  The cook received so many compliments and extra tips that she offered to provide not only food but housing as well if the traveler would stay.  The traveler, having been a traveler because she had no home, was delighted.  Word spread about the restaurant which featured the sweet sounds of the traveler’s voice and people came from far and near, buying meals, just to hear her sing.  The restaurant grew even more prosperous and both the singer and the cook had plenty of gold to spare.
However, the number of people coming left the cook stretched too thin trying to serve the guests, cook the meals, and keep the place clean.  People began to complain about the service.  The traveler, leaving late one night to return home from the restaurant, left out the back door instead of the front as she usually did.  She noticed a young boy who was digging through the garbage.  She called the boy over and spoke with him.  He explained that he belonged to a family who had fallen on hard times and could not afford to buy even a loaf of bread.  It was his job to go through the garbage at night, looking for things the family could use and, if possible, eat.  He told her that although this was very dirty work he didn’t really mind because he loved helping and serving his family.  Thinking quickly, she brought the boy into the restaurant and loaded his arms with food.  Then, she loaded her own as well and the two went to the boy’s home.
The boy’s mother was overjoyed to have the food, and she thanked the traveler for her generosity.  As the singer sat watching the boy and his mother eat, she noticed that the home was extremely neat and tidy.  She asked the boy’s mother who cleaned the home.  The mother told her that she did, and that she loved to clean. The traveler thanked them for allowing her to visit with them and promised to come back again the next day.  

That morning, the traveler spoke to the cook and told them about the young mother and the boy.  The traveler suggested that the boy and his mother might be willing to do the cleaning and serving of the tables in exchange for some gold and food each day.  The cook was delighted, and agreed to the plan immediately.  The mother and son agreed to the plan as well, and soon the restaurant’s customers were even happier than ever because the place was always clean, and the boy was such a cheerful servant that his happiness spread to others. In time, the lesson of sharing with others spread.  Soon, the whole town was sharing what they had, and everyone had what they needed in abundance. Other towns began to take notice of this town and its new found prosperity, and they began to share with one another too.  As the message of sharing spread throughout the land, peace followed on swift wings. 
This doesn’t have to be a fairy tale.  It can be a reality.  Our communities can be safe havens where the gifts we have are shared with one another, and there is always plenty for everyone.  But it begins with you, and it begins today.  As you leave tonight, take some time to read through the burdens nailed to the cross.  If someone has a need that you can fill right now, we have envelopes and pens and paper.  Write a quick note telling the person how to claim their need, and put it in the envelope.   Then hang that envelope from the nail where the need was mentioned.  If you can’t meet the full need, but you can meet some of it, put what you have in the envelope and hang it on the nail.  Keep looking to see what needs have been met and work to meet another one the next time you come to mass.  If enough people put what they have together, eventually all of the needs will be met.  

