THE BLESSING OF BEGGING
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St. Francis, the 13th century Italian monk, is one of the saints we honor in our stained glass windows around the nave at All Saints’. (His window is second from the back on the north side, under the Feeding the 5,000 window.)
Our window depicts him responding to the call of God at San Damiano to rebuild the church. Francis was the first saint to receive the stigmata, the visible wounds of Christ, and you see that indicated in his palm, although the stigmata did not actually appear until a couple of years before his death.
Francis was so revered in his lifetime that he was declared a saint just two years after he died in 1226. The impact of his life has continued. The Franciscan Order celebrated their 900th anniversary last year.

In a famous story, his wealthy father became angry that Francis kept giving away money and clothing to beggars and lepers. So the father took him to court to officially cut him off from the family inheritance. Francis put up no resistance, and proceeded to strip off all the clothing he wore and hand it back to his father. From that day on he lived under a vow of poverty, begging for his necessities as he preached the Gospel.

Is it realistic to think of living that way today?

Fr. Peter Owen-Jones is a Church of England vicar of three small Sussex parishes near Brighton, about an hour from Canterbury Cathedral. He has become popular as a BBC TV presenter, and has done several programs for them with a religious theme. A couple of years ago he was actually here in Lakeland to film a segment at the Ignited Church on the north side of town.

Last year Fr. Peter was starting to feel overwhelmed with the financial turmoil affecting all of us. He was also feeling convicted by his own habits of “retail therapy” that were cluttering up his life with things. He began reading a life of St. Francis and wondered if it was still possible to live by the Rule of St. Francis. He proposed doing a reality show called “How To Live a Simple Life.” He handed over his credit cards and wallet to the BBC and instructed them to send his paycheck to his family. He announced to his parishioners that he intended to eat the vegetables he grew in his own garden, or fruit and nuts he could glean from the open fields. He said his other needs would be met by bartering his labor. Cameras follow him as he helps a local shepherd, washes dishes at the pub, and puts gasoline in his car only when he finds someone who will pay on his behalf. 

Eventually Fr. Peter hitch-hikes 240 miles – the distance from Lakeland to Miami, or Tallahassee - to visit with a writer who has lectured all over the world about living with simplicity and charity. Along the way he tries to stay out of the way of barking dogs and large bulls as he cuts across fields and pastures. He begs meals and simple grocery items to eat. He begs villagers for a place to sleep overnight. The BBC didn’t mention if he ever took a shower or did laundry. That might explain why he got turned away a lot. And lots of people were naturally afraid for their children’s safety or property and not willing to let a scruffy looking stranger in the door. 

But the ones who accept his explanation, that he is trying to live by the rule of St. Francis, seem to act with kindness and good humor. Fr. Peter gets to sleep in vacation trailers parked in the yard, in gypsy wagons in a barn, even on a church floor between pews a couple of times. He sheds tears when one man agrees to go into a McDonalds and buy him a meal. 
Seeing such generosity from strangers finally overwhelms his comfort zone of self-sufficiency. Fr. Peter begins to see what it means to totally depend on God, and have God’s love communicated in real ways, for real needs.
Even more unexpectedly, Fr. Peter realizes how the very act of putting himself at the mercy of strangers gives them a concrete opportunity to open their hearts, conquer their own fear, and rescue him. 
Each stranger he meets can only do a little bit for him, but it’s a big deal each time. And by having to beg over and over, day after day, Fr. Peter catches a vision of what it can be like to live in God’s Kingdom, where the servants love one another as Christ loved us. 
I don’t know what to call this vision, except, The Blessing of Begging.
One Franciscan friar tells Fr. Peter that poverty is not about doing without money. It is about entrusting your life to your neighbor.
It is what we see in the lessons today.

Joseph’s brothers come begging for help during the Egyptian famine. This is the brother they wanted to abort when they looked at him as annoying and unwelcome. Now he is the only one who is able or willing to rescue them. No doubt the brothers of Joseph would sing with great gusto the Psalm that David wrote centuries later and which we read today: How good and pleasant it is when brethren live together in unity. Because they humbled themselves and begged for help, the brothers enable God’s plan to rescue the entire nation to go forward.

With the Canaanite woman and her demon-possessed daughter, there is lots of discussion about how to interpret the abrupt dismissal Jesus gives her at first. But at least we can see this: begging leaves no room for pride. Her desperation made it imperative for the woman to endure any humiliation in order to rescue her daughter. She begs without apology. No shame is too great to make her stop. 
Jesus loves her cold, hard realism. It proves she has a better grip on the facts than the disciples do. Our need for God to rescue us is life or death. Our willingness to share God’s mercy is the only way for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.

We must be willing to beg that mercy from the hands of one another, in Jesus Name. When we show that mercy to the beggars, we show it to Jesus Christ Himself. As John wrote, if we can’t show lovingkindness to one another, we are incapable of loving the God we claim to know and serve.

Let us all understand what we see here this morning.

Most of us are trying to look fine, with all our needs taken care of. In reality, many of us are going to approach this altar in desperation, bowing our knees because we have nowhere to stand.

We will be putting ourselves in the beggar’s place as an act of blunt honesty before God and the world, so that we may receive the great blessing that our Heavenly Father provides to all who will simply ask.

