
6th Sunday of Easter 2013 (Parish Communion at All Saints) 

 “I do not give to you as the world gives.” 

 Implied in such a statement, as it comes from Jesus, is that he 

gives not only in a different way from how the world gives but probably 

in a better way as well. But then we must ask: how does Jesus give in a 

different way which makes it better than how we give to each other? 

 I recently read Cormac McCarthy’s book The Crossing. You 

may know him from the same book or his two more popular ones All 

the Pretty Horses and The Road—both of which have been made into 

movies. Any good author can write in such a way that makes you 

simply stop, get out a pen or pencil if you dare, and mark the sentence 

and paragraph all the while saying to yourself: “This is definitely worth 

remembering.” Here follows just such a passage from McCarthy’s The 

Crossing: 

“He mounted up and rode out down the little dusty street 
nodding to those he passed on his way. Riding like a young 
squire for all his rags. Carrying in his belly the gift of the meal 
he’d received which both sustained him and laid claim upon 
him. For the sharing of bread is not such a simple thing nor its 
acknowledgment. Whatever thanks be  given, however 
spoken or written down.” 

 The main character in the book, who found himself in Mexico at 

different times for different reasons, had just received a meal from a 

stranger—a stranger who recognized his hunger and gifted him a meal. 

It is this gift, this necessary gift of sustenance that sits in his belly, 

laying “claim upon him.” He had left a written word of thanks before 

slipping out the next morning. And yet the gift road in his belly, laying 

claim upon. There was no indication whatsoever that the food was 

anything but a gift. And yet, the receiver couldn’t shake the feeling that 
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he had signed some kind of contract that he couldn’t fulfil; had incurred 

a debt that he couldn’t repay. 

 I can only imagine that all of us have felt similarly—we have 

received a gift, we know it is a gift, but we can’t help but feel that we 

are going to have to somehow repay the giver for the gift. We know that 

such feelings deny the very nature of gifts and gift giving but we go on 

feeling them anyway. We are left wondering: is there any such thing as 

a pure gift—something given and received with no strings attached? 

This is its very definition: a thing given willingly to someone without 

payment. How often can we really receive a gift in the way it is 

intended? Do gifts simply leave us in debt and with an irrepressible 

urge of owing the giver? 

 Is it simply the case, given our makeup, our human 

constitution, that gifts cannot be truly given or that gifts cannot be truly 

received? Is the giver always keeping tabs: That is the third gift I have 

given him and never have I received anything in return? Is the receiver 

always really thinking about paying back the giver: Oh no, this is the 

second gift I have received from her and I haven’t given her anything in 

a while. I better get to the shop tomorrow? 

 As we shift to thinking about how God gives differently, and 

how we should hence receive differently, I am reminded of another 

example from literature, this time from a film adaptation of Tolstoy’s 

Anna Karenina. I am not sure how the dialogue goes in the book but 

here is how I remember it from the movie—it was another one of those 

times where I thought, “I have to remember that…it speaks volumes.” 

 Anna is in bed after having survived an illness which it was 

thought would take her life. It was during that illness that she had 

written to her husband, whom she had cheated on, begging his 
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forgiveness for her infidelity. He forgave her. And now he sits on her 

bedside as she recovers but in a most pained and agonized way. He 

asks her what is wrong, what is torturing her? Her reply: You forgave 

me. His rebuttal: You begged me to forgive you. Her dramatic and 

powerful outburst: Yes, but I have survived! And now I must live with 

your forgiveness! 

 This is it, it seems. Having to live with something that is so 

gracious, unmerited, undeserved and free. Having to live with it and 

hence, having to live with our inability to accept it without feeling the 

need to repay it. Having to live with it while fighting our feelings of 

tormented unworthiness, undeservedness. It is easier to live with a 

reward than a gift: we have earned the reward; we know why we have 

it. But a gift? Gifts can smother. Gifts can make us feel guilty. Gifts can 

make us feel indebted to the giver. Gifts can be unbearable. 

 I think we must admit that it isn’t the givers fault (at least it isn’t 

ideally the givers fault): they aren’t asking for anything in return. It isn’t 

the gifts fault. It is the receiver’s problem. We almost simply refuse to 

accept a gift without feelings of needing to repay it. We cannot accept 

that the giver doesn’t want to be repaid. Even if they say, No, no, 

please, it is a gift, we think we know what they are really thinking, You 

owe me! 

 Maybe what we need is a giver who can’t be repaid. A giver 

who needs nothing because they have everything. Maybe what we 

need is a giver who isn’t swayed by gifts. A giver who truly gives out of 

love and devotedness and mercy and grace. Will that help us? Maybe 

not, but it should. It seems that this is what Jesus means when he says, 

“I do not give to you as the world gives.” It is a restatement, a summary, 

of something he said at another time during his ministry: “When you 
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give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers 

or your relatives or your rich neighbours, in case they may invite you in 

return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite 

the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, 

because they cannot repay you…” 

 This is how God gives and he does so in stark contrast to the 

world. He gives of himself—his love, his mercy, his forgiveness, his 

peace, his life, himself—to people who cannot repay him. We have 

nothing to give to God that he doesn’t have; nothing to give that he 

needs. There is no possibility of repaying. And with no possibility of 

repayment there should be no feelings of indebtedness. 

 And so I guess we are left with the question: can we surrender 

enough and be open enough to receive from God in this way? It looks 

as though having faith isn’t very far off from this ability to surrender and 

receive. Is it easy…no. Surrender never is. Being open never is. But 

God wants us to know that there is freedom in this exchange…there is 

freedom in surrendering to him…there is relief and release in this loving 

exchange…there is salvation in what God gives us. There is salvation, 

freedom, in learning to receive life and forgiveness from God. 

  It is like being Anna Karenina and having to live with an 

amazing gift, a gift that screams out for repayment and hence screams 

out a suffocating indebtedness. But God has invited the crippled, the 

blind, the poor and the lame—he has invited you and me. He doesn’t 

expect repayment, he doesn’t need recompense…he can’t be repaid. 

Let us rejoice in that; let us lay down our fears and break down our 

walls. Let us accept the gift and rejoice in the graciousness of the giver. 

If we can do that, God is truly with us. Amen. 


