“Tale as Old as Time”
Genesis 2:4b-9; II Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12

Once upon a time in a faraway land, a young prince lived in a shining castle.  Although he had everything his heart desired, the prince was spoiled, selfish, and unkind.  But then one winter’s night, an old beggar woman came to the castle and offered him a single rose in return for shelter from the bitter cold.  Repulsed by her haggard appearance, the prince sneered at her gift and turned the old woman away.  But she warned him not to be deceived by appearances, for beauty is found within.  And when he dismissed her again, the old woman’s ugliness melted away to reveal a beautiful enchantress.

The prince tried to apologize, but it was too late, for she had seen that there was no love in his heart.  And, as punishment, she transformed him into a hideous beast and placed a powerful spell on the castle and all who lived there.  Ashamed of his monstrous form, the beast concealed himself inside his castle with a magic mirror as his only window to the outside world.

The rose she had offered was truly an enchanted rose that would bloom until his 21st birth year.  If he could learn to love another and earn her love in return by the time the last petal fell, the spell would be broken.  If not, he would be doomed to remain a beast for all time.

As the years passed, he fell into despair and lost all hope, for who could learn to love a beast?

Do you recognize those words?  These words are from one of my favorite movies and a Broadway hit—Beauty and the Beast.  It’s a tale as old as time, a story about the life-transforming power of love.  Belle is a beautiful young girl whose father wanders into the Beast’s castle and becomes his prisoner.  But Belle offers her own life in place of her father.  “Take me instead,” she pleads.  And she promises to stay in the castle forever.  The selfish prince who is now the Beast is perplexed by her love for her father.  Still, he is hopeless, for he is sure that Belle will never see him as anything but a monster.
The relationship is rough at first.  He is commanding and short-tempered, and she is defensive and withdrawn.  After one major confrontation, she runs from the castle but runs into a pack of wolves.  Risking his own life, the Beast saves her.  Even though they continue to argue, Belle eventually says, “Thank you for saving my life.”  “You’re welcome,” replies the Beast.  And later he privately confesses, “I’ve never felt this way about anyone.  I want to do something for her, but what?”  Finally, one of his servants suggests the perfect gift—his library.  “Do you like it?” he asks Belle.  “It’s wonderful,” she replies.  “Then it’s yours.”
Tale as old as time.  True as it can be.
Barely even friends.  Then somebody bends, unexpectedly.
Just a little change, small to say the least.
Both a little scared.  Neither one prepared.
Beauty and the Beast.

Before writing the letter we call II Thessalonians, Paul had traveled to the city of Thessalonica to tell them a tale as old as time—a story about the life-transforming power of love.  And here’s one way that story can be told:
Once upon a time, there was a beautiful garden, and all was as it should be.  The garden’s produce was abundant.  There was plenty for everyone.  Humanity received everything they needed.  God created it all and proclaimed it all to be very good.  And God said to humanity, “Everything I’ve created is yours to manage and share, everything except the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.”
But God’s gracious gift of abundance wasn’t enough for humanity, and soon they ate from the forbidden tree, and one of the many evils they learned upon eating was the knowledge of fear.  There was no need for fear in the garden because God provided for them all they needed.  But because of their knowledge of fear, they doubted God’s provision, and so they began to store up treasures for themselves.  They began to hoard.  They trusted more in their own ability to provide for themselves than they trusted in God’s promise to provide.

And because of their fear, a dark cloud came over the garden, and soon the humans forgot about the beauty of God’s goodness, the image of God in which they were created.  Driven by their fear, they became spoiled, selfish, and unkind.  Their world came under a dark spell from which they were incapable of escaping.  And under this spell, humans became obsessed with the fear of scarcity, and in their relationships with one another, they began to act like beasts.
But into their dark world came a bright light, a Word of truth about the goodness and abundance of God’s creation.  Into their world came a beautiful human sent from God.  In fact, he was God’s own son who came to lead us out of our darkness, and into the light of God’s love and God’s care.  Just as Belle offered her life to free her father from captivity, Jesus gave his life to free us from the darkness of our fear.
The Beast was touched by Belle’s love for her father, and many of us have been touched by Jesus’ love for humanity.  And as the Beast lived with Belle and talked with Belle and observed the beauty of her love and grace, her love began to change him.  From her love, he learned to love.  And his happiness became tied together with her happiness.  And eventually, his love for her grew so strong, he let her go.
And it is the same for you and me.  As we grow in our relationship with Jesus, as we marvel over Christ’s love for this world and observe the beauty and grace of his relationships, as we live with him and talk with him, we begin to change.  We loosen our death grip on our hoard of treasure.  We bend, unexpectedly.  Just a little change, small to say the least.  Surely, we’re a little scared.  Totally we are unprepared.  Beauty and the Beasts.

In our New Testament scripture reading, Paul is writing to the church in Thessalonica.  And he begins his letter by offering thanks to God for the change he sees in their lives.  Their faith in God is growing.  They are letting go of their fear, because they are beginning to understand that God is with them and God is for them, even in their struggles.  They are growing in their love and trust in God, and, therefore, they are beginning to grow in their love and concern for each other.  Their hearts are being transformed.  And Paul prays that God will continue this process of transformation in their lives until they become fit for what God has called them to be—a reflection of God’s beauty, a reflection of God’s generous love.

My Friends, God has generously given to us his beautiful and bountiful creation, and it is ours to care for and share.  And his son, Jesus Christ, has generously given his own life that we might be freed from the captivity of our fear.  For in the power of his resurrection, our ultimate fear of death is transformed into the beautiful hope for new life.  Just as love transformed the darkness of the Beast into the beauty of a new life, so are we raised and transformed every day into the beauty of new life in Christ.
As the Beast began to grow in his love for Belle, he became more and more concerned for her happiness.  And he began to look for ways to express his love.  And as he gave her the gift of his library and the gift of her freedom, each time he gave, his heart was changed
And that’s the way it works for us as well.
Stewardship Point Number One: Through our financial pledges and financial gifts to God, our hearts are transformed.  It’s just a little change, small to say the least.  We express our love and gratitude to God by giving a percentage of our income to God.  Jesus once said, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  When we make a financial pledge to God, we are saying that growing in our love for God is the most important thing in our lives.  When we make a financial pledge to God, we’re recognizing that our happiness is connected with God’s pleasure.
Stewardship Point Number Two: When we make a financial pledge or increase our pledge, we are often a little scared, sometimes unprepared.  I wish that fear would be instantly removed from our lives the moment we become Christians, but our transformation away from fear takes place over a lifetime.  If you have never made a financial pledge to the church or if it has been a long time since you raised your pledge, even though your income has increased, then I encourage you to simply take a leap of faith.  It’s the only way to overcome your fear of scarcity.

Finally, Stewardship Point Number Three: Like the congregation in Thessalonica and like the Beast, when we give, we experience something we may have never felt before.  By giving, we grow in love—our love for God and our love for each other.  The older generation gives so that the younger generation will have programs and ministries for children, youth, and young adults.  The younger generation gives so that the older generation will have  programs and ministries for the senior members of the church.  And we all give so that we can become fit for what God has called us to be—a reflection of God’s beauty, a reflection of God’s generous love.
So, this year, give, and give generously, so that your heart will be transformed and nurtured—joyfully and generously in love.

Let us pray:

Dear God, we are amazed by your love.  For even when we are spoiled, selfish, and unkind, even when we behave like a beast, you love us.  And you generously gave your own life to save us.  You transform us with your generous love.  And as Paul prayed for his church in Thessalonica, I pray now for this church.  I pray that you will continue your transformation of their lives until they become fit for what you have called them to be – a reflection of your generous love.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
November 14, 2021
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