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My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit should restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness. Take care that you yourselves are not tempted. Bear one another's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. For if those who are nothing think they are something, they deceive themselves. All must test their own work; then that work, rather than their neighbor's work, will become a cause for pride. For all must carry their own loads. Those who are taught the word must share in all good things with their teacher. 

    Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow. If you sow to your own flesh, you will reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will reap eternal life from the Spirit. So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest time, if we do not give up. So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the family of faith. 

    [See what large letters I make when I am writing in my own hand!  It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh that try to compel you to be circumcised--only that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ. Even the circumcised do not themselves obey the law, but they want you to be circumcised so that they may boast about your flesh. May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new creation is everything! As for those who will follow this rule--peace be upon them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God. 
It Flows Both Ways
We all know the type, and, for most of us, we like to have this kind of people in our lives. Some of us here may well fit into this category, or at least we may strive to be like them. They are the givers, the care-takers, the ones who are always ready to lend a hand. They are the mothers among us who never seem to tire of feeding, and nurturing, and caring for us. They are the fathers who love to fix and build and remodel our houses. They are the friends in our lives always ready to lend an ear, or run an errand, watch our kids or shovel our driveways. They are the people in our lives without whom we don’t know what we would do, the ones who have taken the biblical admonition to heart that, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 

We need to note, however, that it doesn’t say that it is only blessed to give and not to receive, even though some of us seem to act like it does.  There are those whom it is simply impossible to repay, for they will never allow us to do so. They always want to pick up the tab, or do the favor, and they never allow us to return it. Perhaps they are afraid of being seen as takers, so to avoid being accused of being selfish, they take on a posture of being self-less. 
We pastors can fall into this trap, ourselves, especially when it comes to the giving and receiving of care. We are supposed to be the givers of pastoral care, the ones who will drop everything to spend time with someone who is sick, or troubled, or dying. When the tables are turned, however, and we are the ones in need of support and care, we are not always good at accepting it. 

Perhaps the same is true for you, or for the givers in your life. We convince ourselves that God has created us to be givers, that it is the humble, and Christian, thing to do. This is certainly true, but it is not the whole truth. We need to realize that giving, if it only goes one way, distorts and damages our relationships. I believe it has to do, at least in part, with power. In the relationship of giving and receiving, it is the giver who has the power and the receiver who does not. We givers are the ones who have something extra, something to offer, something that the receiver needs, and we are gracious and benevolent enough to offer it. This is certainly a wonderful and important thing to do, and my point is that it is so wonderful and so empowering that we need to allow everyone the opportunity to be a giver. 
This is something that we have learned in our global mission relationships in Tanzania and Guatemala. It is easy for us, as wealthy and gifted North Americans, to see the churches and the people in those countries as mere recipients of our compassion and generosity. We have discovered that this is not only false, it is also destructive. We need to be able to recognize and receive the gifts that they have to offer, whether it be their stories, their food, their music, or their witness to the power of the gospel in their lives. We need to let them know that these are true gifts that we are glad to receive, for it is truly empowering for them to realize that they have something to offer to us. This is what it means to be in a companion relationship, in a relationship of brothers and sisters who, while we are not identical, we are equal in front of God and each other.
The same is true, or at least it should be true, of all our relationships. Even though the world often puts us into unequal pairings of parent and child, teacher and student, pastor and parishioner, boss and employee, giver and receiver, we need to recognize and embrace the fact that we all have something to offer, and our relationships are most healthy when we allow the giving to flow both ways.

This is the kind of Christian community that Paul was lifting up to the Christians in Galatia. He writes, in his conclusion to this powerful letter, “Bear one another's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” These words, along with the other admonitions listed in the fifth and sixth chapters of the letter, are the practical application of a life lived in right relationship with God; they point us toward the fruit of the Spirit. They are the natural consequence of recognizing the truth of Paul’s earlier arguments, that in Christ there is no status or external condition that matters, except for our status as God’s beloved children. Once we realize that it’s not about us and what we have or don’t have to offer, but it’s always about our neighbor, then we can be free to give and to receive, to serve and be served, to love and allow others to love us in return.
Even Jesus, the one who came not to be served but to serve, asked the woman at the well for a cup of water, and allowed another woman to anoint his feet with oil. He allowed himself to be served because it honored and empowered those doing the serving. 
This is the kingdom Christ came to build, this is the community that Paul was encouraging the Galatians to grow into, this is the church that we can experience here and now, as well. When we get out of the way and allow the life-changing and liberating love of Christ to flow freely in, with, and among us all; when we come to value and appreciate the gifts and offerings of each and every person in our midst, including the weakest and most vulnerable members of our society; when we set aside our need to be powerful and self-sufficient and humble ourselves enough to admit that we, too, are in need of what others have to offer, then and only then will we begin to experience the full meaning of being brothers and sisters in Christ, companions on the journey, walking side by side and hand in hand. Then and only then will we begin to enjoy the fullness of the riches that God has in store for us all. Thanks be to God; amen.
