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Restore 
 

Every year at stewardship season, I lose sleep over the budget.  I try not to, but I do, because 

every year we come up a little short which means I have to tell committee chairs and staff to cut 

back or talk to Ministry Team about what we are going to do with the shortfall.  And I lose sleep 

because I feel partly responsible for fixing it. 

 

Fixing it has basically meant one of three choices.  We raise more money, cut back our spending 

or pass a deficit budget.  We could probably embrace any of these 3 as workable if we were all 

of the same mind.  But we’re not.  And as a result, we end up with tensions that can’t be 

resolved.  Some who think we need to push harder to get people to give more – if we just tithed 

we’d have more than enough!  Others who emphasize that we need to “live within our means”.  

Still others who point out that we’re always so afraid of deficit budgets yet we’ve had to do that 

for a couple of years. 

 

As a result, I lose sleep over the budget.  Over what’s good and right.  Recently, I’ve decided to 

accept this predicament rather than try to fix it.  Partly because, well, I need my sleep.  But 

mostly because accepting the reality that our money story together is not going to resolve itself 

so easily might actually be our spiritual work.  The spiritual work of accepting that none of us is 

going to win our perspective, none of us is going to get our way.  Our future is not going to work 

out exactly the way we want it to because, well, we’ve all got to deal with each other. 

 

Esau and Jacob finally seem to come to a similar conclusion.  A little background in the story.  

Esau and Jacob are twins who have never gotten along.  When Jacob steals Esau’s birthright 

through trickery, their relationship is severed.  Esau threatens to kill Jacob, so their mom tells 

Jacob to run away.  20 years later God tells Jacob to return to his homeland.  But Jacob is 

worried because he doesn’t know how Esau is going to treat him. 

 

So Jacob sends messengers ahead to tell Esau he is coming home. 

 

We’ve got to deal with each other which means restoring the relationship, they decide.  And, on 

its face, this story has ever bit of a Hallmark reconciliation drama – twins, at odds with each 

other from the very beginning, who find themselves weeping and bowing, and embracing one 

another, finally burying the hatchet.  In an elaborate ritual of reconciliation, they seem to find it 

in our scripture today.  This is what we need to find in life, the text suggests.  Reconciliation.  Or 

in the words of today’s stewardship theme, restoration.   

 

But that’s not happening here with Esau and Jacob.  For one thing, neither party seems 

particularly at ease in this entire interaction.  Esau has 400 men with him which sounds more like 

an army than a family reunion.   
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Jacob responds by using his least favorite wife, children and maids as human shields, to protect 

his most favored family members in case things turn ugly.   

 

Prior to all of this, Jacob has sent 3 waves of extravagant gifts to Esau to show his loving intent, 

or maybe to signal to his brother, I’m rich and powerful, so don’t mess with me. 

 

“But Esau ran to meet him,” the scripture says, “And embraced him and fell on his neck and 

kissed him and they wept.”  Here is the tear jerker climax of a scene, you might think, except that 

falling on someone’s neck” might actually be “bit his neck.”  One of the early rabbinic 

interpreters suggested that Esau’s kiss was treacherous.  In the text there are offers of more gifts 

which could also sound like posturing and flaunting power, plus awkward negotiations about 

whether the two should travel together or separately.  Then, finally, after what seems like 

agreement to accompany each other to the next town, Jacob goes somewhere else. 

 

Some restoration!  It’s really disappointing as a preacher to find all this out about the scripture.  I 

would prefer a reconciliation scene that lets me draw from my deep well of pure reconciliation 

stories that I’ve used in the past.  You know, the mother of the child who is murdered, 

reconciling with her son’s murderer.  The children abandoned by their parent only to find each 

other again in a tear stained Hollywood scene.  Those pure reconciliation stories are the ones that 

we love to tell because they are so clear and so clean. 

 

But a lot of our stories are more like Esau and Jacob.  Two siblings who can’t ever really go back 

and restore a relationship because there wasn’t really one there to begin with.  Their relationship 

of competition started out of the womb, according to the story – a division so deep that there is 

no going back to restore what was.  There is only going forward to see if they can create 

something in the future that might yet be. 

 

A lot of the country right now is kind of obsessed with trying to get back and restoring stuff.  

“Build Back Better” on the Democrat side has some similar overtones to “make America great 

again” on the Republican side – both made references to the past as a kind of anchoring place.  

But what if those anchoring places, tether us to possibilities that aren’t real possibilities at all?  

What if instead of anchoring ourselves to some past, we latched onto a future possibility that we 

haven’t yet experienced together?  

 

Living and working in Downtown Detroit, with lots of the historic architecture, when we hear 

the word, “restore” we think of putting things back the way they were – in their ideal state.  But 

Esau and Jacob can’t do that. 
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Jacob and Esau both seem bound to some impossible idea from their own past that they are 

supposed to be best buds – that’s what brothers are, after all.  And yet, what seems most 

significant on this day of their détente, is not their meeting itself, but what takes place after it.   

 

Each seems to move on in different directions.  Jacob goes a different way and Esau doesn’t try 

to pursue him.  It’s like they both are freed finally not simply from a frayed relationship – but 

from the expectations they had both followed of what that relationship needed to be. 

 

The only thing that I can see that is restored, is their recognition that the old script has been put 

to rest.  What lies ahead now is the opportunity to write a new story and that must be a terribly 

frightening place to be.  Because this non-existent relationship has governed both of their entire 

lives to this point.  The division between them has ruled their existence, governed their choices, 

inflamed their fears, shaped their stories more than any other force until this moment in time.  If 

anything is restored it is the reality that from here on out their choices are their own to make. 

 

It’s a frightening thing to realize that whatever story has governed your life around money – 

whatever value you have attached to it through the years;  maybe you’ve never felt like there was 

enough so you had to suppress every desire, postpone every want; or maybe you needed to 

spend, spend, spend to feel better in some numbing exercise that has never silenced your pain; 

maybe you absorbed the idea that money was the taboo topic that you could never face and 

handle so you let it handle you; or maybe money is the marker that you wore like a tattoo on 

your arm – an identity you wanted to advertise to others and to yourself – whatever that story, 

it’s a frightening thing when you realize you have been freed from it.  You get to choose which 

story you will write.  At the end of the day, you are accountable for your own money story. 

 

And we are accountable for the money story that we write, together, about our congregation.  We 

know the stories of Central in the past.  Henry Hitt Crane, Martin Luther King, preaching in the 

pulpit.  Being at the forefront of the newspaper strike.  Stopping evictions, fighting water 

shutoffs,  being a haven for conscientious objectors.  The incredible music ministry.  Becoming a 

sanctuary church.  And so many other stories of our past.  But we can’t go back to those stories.  

We need to go forward into a future we haven’t yet experienced, with a story that we will write 

together. What will our story be as we move into the future? 

 

Peter faced the same uncertainty.  Following his awful denial of Jesus, you can see why he 

would want to return to the beach, go back to the roots of his early years and so some fishing.  

That’s often where we go when our worlds are upended.  We go back to what is familiar.   

 

Let’s look at our art for today. 
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This digital painting is called Safety Net by Hannah Garrity.  She talks about the scripture of the 

miracle of the fish and says this:  How does this miracle text relate to our present fear?  Right 

now, in the midst of COVID-19, people are dying, people are losing their livelihoods, people are 

isolated, people are going to run out of food, people are going to run out of money, people are 

going to lose their family members, people will lose their homes.  This moment in our story 

delivers scarcity in ways that we have not seen in living memory.  Our whole precious global 

society could unravel.   

 

Can we be the safety net?  Three weeks into stay at home orders, our local food banks are being 

tapped more heavily than normal.  Economic stimulus checks are arriving in bank accounts.  

Factories are retooling to build medical equipment.  The public is followed the stay at home 

measures.  Legislative consensus should ensure that unemployment will be enough for many to 

survive on.  All of these miraculous actions are funded by each of us. 

 

In the artwork, patterned fish represent the miracle that Jesus performed that morning so many 

years ago.  This miracle convinced the disciples that they must tell the story of Jesus and act out 

the love Jesus modeled.  This miracle continues to inspire us to contribute and act as God’s 

disciples in this critical time for humanity. 

 

We are the safety net.  As I worked on this text, I contemplated that money has a lot to do with 

saving lives.  Therefore, the background of this piece is woven with a guilloche pattern, 

reminiscent of currency.  It portrays the flow of financial resources from government support, to 

charities, to crowd funding, to church missions that are the fabric of the net that will catch us all.  

Jesus inspires us in this text – and in this moment – to weave God’s safety net. 

 

But Jesus points Peter to a braver place – to a healed future where the past is past and Peter has 

an opportunity to write a new story – not marked by fear, not captive to sins of his past, but 

released from them.  Freed to serve and give and love and live for others, which is the story that 

Peter has always wanted to write. 

 

That’s the gift that Jesus gives to Peter on the beach.  The gift that I believe God wants to give to 

every single one of us.  The gift not to be defined entirely by the past: to remember it and 

understand its mark, yes, but only so we can be freed to live differently in the future.  To have 

our own sense of well being restored which is what happens when God heals us.  There is 

nothing stopping us from living into the joy of letting our lives speak the way God intends.  

There is abundance all around. 

 

I think this is maybe why I lose sleep every year.  It’s not really about the budget.  It’s the 

choices that the budget brings into our focus.  The reality that stewardship is always about way 
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more than money.  It’s about how you’re going to spend your money, yes; how we’re going to 

spend our money together, but its about way more than that.   

 

Restored to serve and give and love and live for others, how are you going to spend your life?  

How are we going to spend our lives together? 

I want to close with a poem by Sarah Are entitled Pocket Sized Moments 

 

I wonder if we will know when restoration comes. 

Will it feel big and dramatic like a summer rain? 

Joyful and overwhelming like an end of war parade? 

Maybe. 

 

Or will it be small? 

Will it be pocket sized moments, like wishing on stars,  

the sun through the curtains or lightning bugs in the yard? 

Maybe. 

 

I don’t know how God will restore this world, 

Just like I don’t know how to make the summer rain. 

 

But I do know how to say I’m sorry. 

And I do know how to love with all of me. 

And I do know how to say “This cup is for you.” 

And I know how to taste grace in grape juice. 

 

So on the off chance that restoration will be small, 

Pocket-sized moments of love for all, 

I will bake bread and save a seat for you. 

I will say I’m sorry and say I love you too. 

I will plant gardens and look for fireflies. 

I will say prayers on shooting stars at night. 

 

And when the sun shines through my curtain windows, 

Remind me to open them wide. 

I would hate to miss God’s parade, 

These holy ordinary days.   

 

Amen. 

 


