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"Consider the lilies of the field"
Revelation 1:4b-8 & Matthew 6:25-33

Filmmaker Barry Levinson began to write AVALON in 1988 while he was completing the production of another film called Rain Man.  Levinson drew upon his childhood memories as well as the experiences of his own family and sought to tell the story of an Eastern European family that settles in Baltimore, Maryland.
Of his efforts he said:  “I visited and talked with family members and relatives whom I hadn’t seen for a long time or really never known.  It forced me to look at my parents and grandparents as people with a greater range of behavior than my childhood image of them ever contained.” (From the jacket of the DVD, A Barry Levinson Film, AVALON, Columbia TriStar Home Video, 2000)
The film opened on October 5, 1990, and was eventually nominated for four Academy Awards including Best Original Screenplay, Best Original Score, Best Costume Design and Best Cinematography.  AVALON follows the life of immigrant Sam Krichinsky and his extended family as they seek to become a part of America in a place called Avalon.

From poverty to prosperity the film traces the lives of family members as they face a changing world.  Whether celebrating the birth of a child or the death of a parent, whether sitting down to deal with a failed business or simply being family, there are moments in the film that become a coming-of-age story for all of us.

There is one episode that was particularly poignant for me.  Everyone except Gabriel and his wife have gathered around the dinner table.  Sam, the patriarch of the family, reminds everyone:  “The Pilgrims started it.  Now we have turkey.”

Other family members chime in.  One relative is heard saying, “It’s a family holiday!  If you ask me it makes no sense.”

“We are waiting for Gabriel,” someone else says.  “He should be here in a few minutes.”

Sam’s son, Jules, comments, “Every year we go through the same thing because we wait for Gabriel.  The kids are hungry.”

An anxious voice adds, “Why don’t we wait for him!”
Hearing the voice of the children, Sam announces, “Jules, cut the turkey.”

Soon everyone settles in to enjoy their Thanksgiving meal.  A few moments later Gabriel walks in and says, “Sorry we’re late.”

As Gabriel looks across over the table and notices that everyone has already started eating he asks, “You started without me.  You cut the turkey without me?”

“We were hungry,” someone explains, “the kids couldn’t wait.

Gabriel motions to his wife, “Come on, we leave.  They start without us, we go.”

As they leave the house Sam gets up to follow them.  As he calls out to Gabriel and approaches him Gabriel says in an angry voice, “Your own flesh and blood.  You couldn’t wait.  You cut the turkey.  That’s it!  That’s the last time we come for Thanksgiving.  It took us hours to get here and you couldn’t wait.  The hell with you.”

Sam and Gabriel exchange more words.  Nothing can assuage Gabriel.  Finally he reminds Sam, “When we lived in Avalon, we wait for everyone.  We wait until every relative until the turkey is cut.  I said enough.”

Gabriel walks away, gets in his car and drives off leaving Sam standing in the roadway.  When I first saw the film I remember laughing and then feeling a great sadness.  Gabriel was willing to walk out of the family over something that seemed so trivial to me.  
But as soon as that thought entered my mind I realized that even in the best of our families we do the same thing.  It may not be over who cut the turkey, but we find ways to suppose that a word said or an action taken is a slight made against us and so we walk away harboring our hurt or resentment – sometimes for years, sometimes for a lifetime.

Like those around the dinner table waiting for Uncle Gabriel, we too grow anxious about family and about the things which affect our lives every day.  Perhaps for that reason AVALON is one of my favorite films.
Our reading from The Gospel According to Matthew is one of my favorite Bible passages.  Coincidentally, it lends itself as a helpful critique of the Krichinsky family squabble over the Thanksgiving turkey.

Jesus tells those who gather to hear him on a mountainside, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?”

“Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?”

“Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these.”

“Therefore, do not worry, saying ‘What will we eat?’ or “What will we drink?” or “What will we wear?’

 . . . or “Who will cut the turkey?”

Some of us may never grow anxious about who will cut the turkey.  But we do grow anxious about our health and whether or not we enough health insurance.   We do worry if we will have enough money to make ends meet whether it is for food or drink or clothes.
So we seek out ways to make more money and to make our lives more secure.  But in the end, Jesus is right about one thing.  By worrying do any of us add a single hour to our span of life?  

What then are we to do?  Jesus answers, “First things first.  Seek the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness, and all these things will be given.”

"Can that be?" we wonder.  Some of us may want to borrow the line from another film and demand, “Show me the money!”  Others of us may find that a little pill every now and then might help.

Jesus says, “Seek the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.”

How difficult it is for many of us to comprehend.  How difficult it is for many of us to give ourselves over to such a way of living.

As we give thanks to God for this season of the Makahiki and of Thanksgiving we are mindful of the abundance that God does provide.  It is abundance not of LCD/HD televisions, play stations, computers, or toys.  It is an abundance not of store sales and rising economic indicators.

Instead, it is an abundance of mercy and grace, compassion and love, hope and joy, comfort and healing.  Such is the kingdom of God; such is the kingdom of the One who is the Alpha and Omega, the source of all our beginnings and endings.
Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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