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Pay it Forward
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There was a movie that came out a few years ago called Pay it Forward, starring Helen Hunt, Kevin Spacey and Haley Joel Osment, the fine young acting sensation who first caught the world’s attention in The Sixth Sense. The story was about a teacher who gave his class an assignment to do something that would change the world. He actually makes the assignment somewhat cynically, thinking that the kids wouldn’t be able to do anything more than the trivial. But one boy takes it seriously and outlines a new life approach, where when someone does something nice to you, rather than trying to “pay them back”, instead you “pay it forward” – you find three other people to do something nice to, and call upon them to do the same. It was a great little movie. Cathy and I watched it again this past week on Netflix. I remember when we watched it before.  I had already seen it and I fell asleep, but Cathy hadn’t seen it and she stayed up to watch. The next morning she hit me. I said, “What is that for?” and she said I hadn’t told her the movie was sad! But in a deeper sense, the movie isn’t sad, because it’s about learning what is at the heart of life.

The movie was based on a book by Catherine Ryan Hyde, who based it in turn on an incident in her life. When the engine of her old Datsun caught fire, two men came and risked their lives to put out the fire and possibly save her life. She said that by the time she thought to thank them, they were gone. She decided that if she couldn’t do anything to pay back these men, she at least could pay it forward – do something equally loving to someone else. She did so by helping another motorist. The motorist she helped let her know that her act of caring changed her whole perspective on life, and she kept asking her how she could repay her, even offering her money. But Catherine Hyde told her, “Don’t pay it back to me…Pay it forward to someone else.” 
In many respects Catherine Hyde’s idea goes back at least as far as our Scripture. Jesus was about to do an act of love that no one would ever be able to repay – he would die on a cross and then vanquish death itself by being resurrected from the grave. How could any human ever “pay back” such an act of love? But in this final message Jesus gave to his followers, he told them what they were to do. The message Jesus was giving to his disciples in this farewell address was that even though he would die and rise again to life, even that would not be the end of the story – it would just be the beginning. The rest of the story would depend on them taking his act of love and “paying it forward” to others. 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.” “Don’t try to pay me back—pay it forward!” Jesus said that same thing in another way in the 25th chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, where he tells us that when we feed the hungry, tend to the sick, or visit those in prison, we are doing it to him, we are paying him back for his many acts of love. Our Scripture for today tells us some important things about this approach to life.
First of all, love is not meant to be hoarded, as if life were all about us – it is given to us that we might also give it to others – “love one another as I have loved you.” In this country we have been greatly blessed. Even the worst off of us generally has more resources than people in most of the world. Does this mean that God loves us more than he loves people in, say Afghanistan, Haiti, or Africa? No, it just means that he is waiting for us to love them as he has loved us; he’s just waiting for us to “pay it forward.” 
Part of what happens in this country is that we start thinking that we have all of these blessings because we deserve them. We worked hard. We deserve them. But we easily forget all that has been a gift. What did we do even to deserve being born in this country, and not Iraq? What did we do to deserve the parents and friends who helped and encouraged us along the way? Denzel Washington has put together a book called A Hand to Guide Me. It’s a book where many famous public figures give credit to the persons who encouraged and helped them. Denzel Washington is one of today’s most successful actors, and he certainly had to work hard for his success, overcoming much prejudice because of his race. He writes in that book, “Yes, I worked hard. Yes, I made some sacrifices until I finally made it. Yes, luck is where opportunity meets preparation. But first and foremost it’s a blessing from God, which is the foundation of everything.” Then he goes on to write, “…you can draw a line from every great success back to some rock-solid foundation. A parent. A teacher. A coach. A role model. It all starts somewhere. And for me, that somewhere is with God. I’m not here to tell other folks what to believe, but I’ll tell you what I believe, and this is what works for me. It’s why I’m setting these thoughts to paper right now. It’s why I’m here – by the grace of God.” 
Denzel Washington believes in “paying it forward.” He wrote his book to encourage those who have benefited from mentors to become mentors themselves, and to support mentoring organizations like the Boys and Girls Clubs of America. Or as singer Bonnie Raitt wrote in Denzel’s book, “I think my folks’ greatest gift besides music was in showing us that it’s important to help others and give something back.”  
Passing along the love we have experienced to others can involve some sacrifice, for that is the nature of love. And how do we know that is the nature of love? Because God is love and we have learned it from him. Verse 13 of our text says, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” We learn of the self-sacrificing nature of love through the example of the love shown to us. John, the author of this Gospel, writes in 1 John 4:9-11, “God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another.” 
None of this is to say that we literally must sacrifice our lives for the people around us. That can leave a person feeling worthless themselves, and God doesn’t want that for us. We are to “love our neighbor as ourselves,” which means that if you don’t love yourself very much, you aren’t going to love your neighbor very much either! It’s okay to value happiness and fulfillment for ourselves. However, Jesus is very clear that living our lives focused on self is a dead-end road. He says in Matthew 10:39, “Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” Sounds a little self-contradictory, doesn’t it? How can you find anything by losing it? But then have you ever tried thinking of someone’s name, and it just wouldn’t come to you? And the harder you tried, the further the name seemed to pull back into the darkness of your memory? Then you turned your attention to something else, and suddenly the name came to you! What Jesus meant in this teaching is a little like that. The more you focus on self, the more you set enhancing your own self as your goal, the more that goal seems to elude you. But the moment you take your focus off of self, and look to caring for the needs of others, that’s when life as it was meant to be lived opens up to you. 
It’s kind of like with the movie Rain Man from a few years ago. Remember that movie? Tom Cruise’s character is totally focused on self – and totally miserable in his life. But when he meets his long lost autistic brother, played wonderfully by Dustin Hoffman, his life turns around. He learns what it means to take care of someone else, to sacrifice for them. He learns to lay down his life for his brother. And in the process he finds his life. That’s what it looks like when you put flesh and blood on these teachings of Jesus.
And it’s also true that learning to love and sacrifice for others, learning to take the love shown to us and pay it forward, enriches our own life. It makes our life productive. Jesus says in verse 16 of our text, “I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last…” Perhaps the most empty feeling you can have is when you realize that when all is said and done, your life counted for nothing. Your life added nothing to the world beyond your own fleeting satisfactions. We don’t want to see our life as wasted.
The story is told of a woman who fell out of a second story window and into a garbage truck that was moving slowly past her house. That’s kind of a good news – bad news scenario, isn’t it? Anyway, she struggled in vain to get out, or at least to get the driver’s attention. A foreign diplomat standing on the sidewalk saw her and commented to the person beside him, “There’s another example of how wasteful Americans are! That woman looks like she’s good for at least another 10 years!” Well, that diplomat may have perceived the situation incorrectly, but there is a sense in which his conclusion is valid nonetheless. Many of us waste a lot of good years, years that could be fruitful in making this world better. 

We need direction in how to invest our lives in loving actions toward the people around us. I read a story some time ago where a company is offering to make the bodies of those who have died into something beautiful. The article noted that when a person dies and is cremated, the typical human cremation yields an amount of ash that is equal to about a five-pound bag of sugar. Most people, of course, keep these ashes in an urn or they scatter them. But this company provides a service whereby they turn the ashes into a work of art. The company, called “Eternal Arts”, can turn two cups of these cremains into a classic sculpture. Some have chosen to have their cremains sculpted into Rodin’s The Thinker. Others have chosen Michelangelo’s Pieta, a bust of Alexander the Great, the Statue of Liberty and even a statue of Christ himself. While such can make for a creative use of one’s ashes, why wait until your body is dead to turn yourself into something beautiful? Why wait until your body is ashes to model yourself into something Christ-like? 
