
First things first 
 

 I saw a short movie a few weeks ago.  A kind of horror movie, but with a twist.  It 

begins with a woman going down a creaky wooden staircase into a dark basement.  She opens 

an old chest freezer, which emits an eerie glow.  After rummaging around and taking what she 

was looking for, she starts to lower the freezer door when something else catches her eye.  

After looking more closely, she screams in horror. 

 You see her racing across town in her car to some uncertain location.  When she is 

inside, she approaches a man wearing a bloodied white apron.  He looks at what she brought 

and asks, “Where did you find this?” 

 “In the basement,” she says breathlessly. “In the freezer.” 

 “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he says.   

 “Is it safe?” she asks tentatively. 

 Then the camera pulls back to reveal that she is talking to the butcher in her local 

grocery store about a turkey that has been in her freezer since 2003.  The butcher tries to 

explain to her that a 16-year-old turkey would be dry and rubbery, with no taste at all.  No one 

would want to eat it.   

He asks if she would like him to toss it out for her.  She thinks for a brief second, and 

then says, “No, let me have it.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “Yes,” she says resolutely.  Then she marches out with a satisfied smile on her face.  

And she says, “I’ll give it to the church.” (“Freezer Burn,” InLighten Film, https://inlightenstream.com/freezer-burn) 
 

 Compare that story to another one.  This one is from Book of Deuteronomy. 
 

When you have come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance to 

possess, and you possess it, and settle in it, you shall take some of the first of all the fruit of the ground, 

which you harvest from the land that the LORD your God is giving you, and you shall put it in a basket 

and go to the place that the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling for his name. You shall go to the 

priest who is in office at that time, and say to him, “Today I declare to the LORD your God that I have 

come into the land that the LORD swore to our ancestors to give us.”  

When the priest takes the basket from your hand and sets it down before the altar of the LORD 

your God, you shall make this response before the LORD your God: “A wandering Aramean was my 

ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a 

great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing 

hard labor on us, we cried to the LORD, the God of our ancestors; the LORD heard our voice and saw our 

affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an 

outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and he brought us into 

this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. So now I bring the first of the fruit 

of the ground that you, O LORD, have given me.”  

You shall set it down before the LORD your God and bow down before the LORD your God. Then 

you, together with the Levites and the aliens who reside among you, shall celebrate with all the bounty 

that the LORD your God has given to you and to your house. 

         Deuteronomy 26: 1-11 



 This morning we are not bringing in baskets of wheat or barley, and I really hope no one 

brought a 16-year-old frozen turkey.  But we are bringing a pledge card that indicate how much 

of our resources we will commit to the mission and ministry of this congregation.  Certainly, 

the results of these pledge totals will help us determine how to budget for 2020; and certainly, 

our 2020 budget will be a factor in determining how and to what extent we will carry out the 

mission and ministry to which we have been called. 

 But there is much more going on today than just estimating our financial obligations or 

determining the church’s financial health.  There is more behind this annual ritual than just 

paying staff salaries, funding the music program, or maintaining the building and property.  On 

one level, of course, that is exactly what we are doing, and we do not need to be timid in 

speaking about the necessity of financial support or the use we make of our resources in 

carrying out our mission. 

 But if all we are about today is balancing the budget and paying the utilities, we are 

missing something crucial to our life as a community of faith.  And this ancient ritual of 

presenting the first fruits of the land and of the harvest from the Book of Deuteronomy gives 

us an evocative picture of what that “something” looks like. 

 What is described here is the celebration of the Feast of Weeks, one of three festivals 

that became part of the tradition of the people of Israel soon after they settled in the promised 

land following their liberation from slavery in Egypt.  And even though we usually read this text 

in connection with our own celebration of Thanksgiving and late fall harvest, the Feast of 

Weeks probably came in June. 

 It is called the Feast of Weeks because they were to count seven weeks from the time 

the sickle is first put to the standing grain.  And they bring to this offering and celebration the 

choicest of the first fruits of their fields and labor. So, this is the first fruits, of the first harvest, 

of the first crop of the season, most likely a crop of summer wheat or barley.   It is not an 

offering of the excess or the left overs from their crop, but the very best of the very first part 

of a crop, every bit of which was essential to their lives.  

 If we pay close attention to what our ancestors in the faith were doing in this annual 

festival and in the liturgy around it that has been preserved in this text, we might discover some 

meaning for our own annual ritual of Thanksgiving and presentation of our own first fruits. 

 The first thing to notice is that while this is a feast and celebration, it is also an act of 

worship.  And so it reminds us that when we present our pledges in this place and in the 

context of worship, we move out of the realm of a mere financial transaction.  The gospel says 

that where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  By making this pledge as an act of 

worship, we are doing more than placing a card in a basket.  We are placing our heart and soul 

in God’s hands.  We are saying in a public way that we are throwing in our lot with God and 

God’s way in the world.  In an act of trust, we are acknowledging that the source of our life, 

our security, our well-being, does not lie in our possessions and accomplishments.  We are able 

to release our grasp, and to pledge the first fruits of our possessions and our abilities and our 

time, because we trust in the source of that life which lies outside ourselves and comes to us as 

a gift from the giver who loves us and who we trust to provide enough for us all. 

 And then we may notice that the liturgy that accompanies this ritual offering is grounded 

in gratitude—gratitude that is evoked in remembrance.  The liturgy calls for the people to 



remember and recite their story, and to recall it together, in public worship.  It calls for us to 

give testimony to why we are pledging our support to God’s mission in the world that is being 

carried out through Christ’s church.  We remember and repeat the ancient story of how a 

destitute and wandering people with slim hope for a future became a people chosen by God to 

be the vessels by which God blesses all the families and all the children of the world.  It is a 

story of how we once lived as despised aliens, but God heard our cries of desperation and set 

us free. 

 And we come here week after week to find our place in this on-going saga, to recall 

how our own story is a continuation of this ancient story.  To remember how we have been, at 

times, desperate or broken or wounded, and have found here welcome and love and renewal 

of spirit.  We remember the lives of the saints who have gone before us, and we pass on the 

story of how God has been at work through our mothers and fathers in this place.  We 

remember how God has worked through some people in our lives, to point us in the right 

direction, to speak a word of comfort when we are sad, or a word of encouragement when we 

are dispirited.  We remember prayers offered in our behalf when we were unable to pray.  We 

speak from our hearts and share with each other, as we have in the past few weeks, how our 

own lives have been caught up in the life of this congregation, and how, in turn, each of your 

lives brings blessing to us all. 

 We remember all these things and we respond with gratitude and with joy.  We bring a 

token of the first fruits of our lives and we offer them to God, not in payment for services 

rendered and not even in re-payment of a debt we owe.  If that were the case, we could never 

replay all the love and grace and patience and healing we have received.  When we bring this 

pledge, it is an expression of gratitude, and we give it without expecting anything in exchange. 

 And finally, we notice that the Deuteronomy liturgy is an act of celebration.  Paul 

reminds us that we not only weep with those who weep, we also rejoice with those who 

rejoice, and this sharing in our celebration of life together brings us closer into community not 

only with each other and with our wider community, but with the Christ who dwells in each 

one of us. 

 So this is why we bring our offerings and our pledges of offering as an act of worship, 

gratitude, and celebration.  And not just this day, but each time we present our offering, it is a 

sign that we are putting our treasure where our heart is.  It is a confession of faith that God will 

take whatever we offer and bless it and multiply it so that all may be fed.  It is a remembrance 

of God’s faithfulness to us in all times of our lives.  It is a sign of our gratitude for all that God 

provides. 

 May we continue to put first things first this day and every day. 
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