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All week long I’ve been singing an old 19-century gospel song to myself. The refrain goes like this:
Count your blessings, name them one by one,
Count your blessings, see what God hath done!
Count your blessings, name them one by one,
Count your many blessings, see what God hath done.

Count Your Blessings was the best-known of the more than 5,000 hymns written by the Rev. Johnson Oatman. It was popular a hundred years ago, especially in Great Britain where the Welsh loved to belt it out at revival meetings, alongside Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah. Like the famous hymn-writing Wesley brothers, the Rev. Oatman was a Methodist who knew the power of song to get you through a rough patch.

Are you ever burdened with a load of care?
Does the cross seem heavy you are called to bear?
Count your many blessings, every doubt will fly,
And you will keep singing as the days go by.

The lyrics don’t offer a particularly sophisticated theological argument. But who says our faith has to be complicated? Our religious convictions mean nothing, in the end, if they do not move us to see with the eyes of faith, if they do not open for us a window onto the mysterious and powerful love of God.

As many of you know, we had a house fire last week. Everyone is fine. The kitchen is a total loss, however, and our home is heavily smoke-damaged. We’re in a hotel until the end of the month; then we’ll have a rental house near our home. It’s been a challenging week – but that’s where the old hymn comes in:


When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed,


When you are discouraged, thinking all is lost,


Count your many blessings, name them one by one,


And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.

Among the many blessings we count are a congregation and neighbors and friends that have responded with help and support. There’s an old Irish proverb that says, “When I count my blessings I count you twice.” That’s certainly true for us as we think of the members of this church. 

When the clean-up crew arrived a few hours after the fire to begin their work they asked what “emergency cleaning” we needed done right away – things that could not wait. Among other items, Beth and I each instinctively handed them the prayer shawls we had received a few years ago from Westminster’s prayer shawl ministry. Those shawls have become important symbols of the love of this congregation for us and our family. They remind us of the prayers of this community.   

So, yes, we’re counting our blessings.

The notion of “being blessed” is not merely the invention of 19th century American evangelicalism. It was there at the beginning and is still at the heart of our faith. 

When God calls Abram to leave his home and go to a new land, God assures Abram that he will be blessed – blessed with many descendants. It’s the pivotal moment in the covenant of God with those who will become the people Israel: 

“I will make of you a great nation,” God says to Abram, “and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.” (Genesis 12:2)

Later, when Abram has reached the new land and settled there, he grows old and has no children. Abram points this out to God, who reiterates the promise. In one of the most tender scenes in scripture, God visits Abram and invites the discouraged old man outside. It’s late at night. The dark sky is filled with glittering specks of light. 

“Look toward heaven,” God says quietly to Abram, “and count the stars, if you are able to count them. So shall your descendants be.” (Genesis 15:5)
The promise made will be a promise kept.
Count your blessings, name them one by one,
Count your many blessings, see what God hath done.

The promise is fulfilled at the last possible moment; in their old age Abraham and Sarah have a child. They not only receive the blessing of God, they now become stewards of that blessing. 

That’s what you and I are – stewards of the many blessings of God. We count the blessings in our lives – those who love us and whom we love, our health, our homes, our community, our nation, our faith, our church – we count those blessings like Abraham and Sarah count the stars… and then, how do we respond? 

Jewish tradition has hundreds of blessings that are to be said throughout the day for every little detail of life. Each begins in Hebrew: Barukh atah Adonai, eloheinu melekh ha-olan. “Blessed are Thou, Lord God, King of the universe.” 

But God charges Abraham with more than simply saying a blessing. God wants him – God wants us – to be a blessing. To be a blessing to others. As stewards of the blessings of God, our lives have a new orientation – toward sharing those blessings with others.

Theologian Doug Hall says that stewardship is the metaphor for Christian life. By that he means that faith begins when we realize we’ve been blessed by God and therefore have a particular responsibility in how we live, in what we do, in how we respond. 

“I will bless you,” God says, “so that you will be a blessing.”

God’s blessing comes not for its own sake and not for our sake, but for the sake of the world. 

“Every third year,” God says to the Israelites, “you shall bring out the full tithe of your produce for that year, and store it within your towns; the Levites, because they have no… inheritance…, as well as the resident aliens, the orphans, and the widows…, may come and eat their fill.” 
(Deuteronomy 14:28-29)
It’s the first-ever stewardship campaign. The Hebrew people are expected to give 10% of the first fruits of the harvest as a way of sharing the blessings of God they have received. The tithes are used to feed the hungry. 

Counting our blessings results in our wanting to share those blessings with others, especially those facing hard times. We can rejoice that in Westminster’s preliminary budget next year mission giving – for the first time ever – will be the largest single category, over 36% of the total budget.  

Just as the tithe is not imposed on the Hebrews so the temple can meet its budget, so a pledge card is not simply a way to help the church stay afloat financially. First and foremost, it’s a way for us to share the blessings we have received. Even if Westminster didn’t have a budget, even if our budget were fully subscribed, we would still be invited to complete a pledge each fall. It’s a concrete way to be a blessing to others, or in the words of Jim Sanders, a way to make our blessings count. 

That’s how the widow in the gospel story sees things. She may be poor, but she has a wide-open, generous view of the world. Out of her poverty, Jesus observes that she gives all she has. She refuses to let the paucity of material things diminish her outlook on life. When we count our blessings we respond to life with abundance. Don’t you wonder how that widow has been blessed? Is she grateful for her family? Is she pleased to have the support of friends? Is she thankful for God’s presence in her life? Has she been healed? Has she been welcomed at the table of strangers?

Whatever it is, that blessing causes her to see the world in abundant terms. To hold onto our blessings, as if they were ours to possess, produces the opposite effect: we live with a mindset of scarcity. When we live like that we cut ourselves off from our own generosity. 

As we receive our stewardship mailing this week let’s remember that we have been blessed in order to be a blessing.

As a thriving community of faith Westminster has many blessings to count. We’ve heard some of them this fall as people have spoken about what their faith and what this place mean to them… The blessing of children in church. The blessing of new members. The blessing of music and worship and prayer. The blessing of young adults active in the life of the church. The blessing of education. The blessing of mission partners both local and global.

After this morning’s All Church Festival I would add that we’re blessed to be a church that enjoys having fun together!  

Our strength as a congregation compels us to share the good news we have received with others. We’ll do that in Uptown this coming year as we launch a new ministry in that neighborhood, in partnership with Grace-Trinity Church, on 28th at Hennepin. 

Someone asked the other day why Westminster is taking on the challenge of starting a new church in the middle of the city. It was a counting-your-blessings question. I almost broke into the old gospel hymn. We’ve been blessed with congregational vigor; we can share that blessing with others by helping launch a new church – something we’ve done 16 other times in our history. 

The Presbyterian Church faces enormous challenges: declining membership; shrinking mission dollars; fraying unity. Yet we Presbyterians have been blessed in many ways. God has not given up on us. 

“I will bless you,” God says, “so that you will be a blessing.”

A strong witness to the love of God in congregations like Westminster helps the broader church see its way into a brighter future, even as it helps each one of us, you and me, to be sustained by that same love – which brings us back to this week’s favorite gospel song:

Count your blessings, name them one by one,
Count your many blessings, see what God hath done.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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