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Texts:  Exodus 23:14-19a; Mark 12:41-44

If the Bible is any guide for us in these difficult times, let me prelude my sermon with this thought:  “The love of money is the root of all evil” (I Timothy 6:10) Not money in and of itself.  For those who have read my brief Bulletin article you know that I am a little obsessed with money and even though I confess that this obsession could be construed as a love affair, in truth I hate money.  It has been the source of so much stress and time wasting that money is hardly the idolatry for me that the Bible so clearly proclaims is such a major problem in this world. 

In these two sermons, today and next Sunday, I had hoped to say some really creative, new things about money and stewardship, but my guess is that you have heard most, if not all, of what I am going to say.  So my prayer is that you will be more open to a new voice with a strong commitment to the importance of this critical aspect of life as central to our life of faith.  Without a handle on what God wants us to do with money we cannot hope to be a faithful Christian in this culture at this time.   That bears repeating.  Scripture is more than explicit about what God wants us to do with money.  No other topic is more fully explored and dealt with.  And Jesus follows that pattern.  Jesus says more about money, wealth and possessions than about anything else, including prayer, healing, saving grace, love of God, etc.  Whereas most of us don’t want the church to talk too much about money, if God was really in charge, we would be talking about money more than half the year.  Whenever someone complains to me that the church is always talking about money, I say:  “Take up that matter with God; it’s what God talks about a whole lot, too!”  

One of the fine commentators I read recently on this subject indicated that there are three basic questions God asks us in our relationship with money.  


(1) “How did you get it?”  This is the ethical question of where did your money come from.  (I’m not going there, except to tell you that when I was a pastor, a lottery ticket started to appear every Sunday in the offering plate made out in the name of the church.  After a prayerful discussion with the Deacons we respectfully publicly thanked the anonymous giver and asked that they might choose another form of giving that would not result in the “good” fortune to have the church in tomorrow’s bold headlines:  “First Baptist Church wins the lottery!”  By the way three people in that church family won lotteries over those years; we were most grateful for their generosity from their good fortune.)


(2) “What are you doing with it?  This is the stewardship question and that is what we will be looking at today.


(3) “What is it doing to you?”  This is the idolatry question and we will touch on this mostly next week.  

So, what is Biblical stewardship?  Not a simple question and not answerable with simplistic statements of absolute truth, except for one.  God owns everything!  We own nothing.  Now I know this is capitalistic heresy, but the Biblical witness is so overwhelming that it cannot be stated enough.  God created the universe, everything in and on the earth, and us, mere mortals, who are as fleeting as the grass of the fields.  Jesus filled his stories and parables with tales of stewards or managers of some wealthy person’s riches.  Some were good managers and received much praise; some were bad managers, unjust and cruel and they got what was coming to them.  If this paragraph were a paper for theology students it would be peppered with specific Bible references.  They are almost too numerous to count.  The gist of these stories is that God is the owner of everything and we are God’s faithful stewards if we want to be.  Otherwise, we may be rich for a while, but disaster will surely stalk us, if not in a stock market crash, in the emptiness and unhappiness of a Scrooge before that fateful Christmas Eve night.  I have known many wealthy people in my life and the truth behind these words is palpable.  Yes, there are happy rich people, but it is because they understand that their wealth is not their own.  They are but stewards of that wealth for the good of all.  Warren Buffett and Bill Gates have discovered this truth in recent years, but they follow a long line of super-wealthy in this country—Carnegie and Rockefeller to name just a couple.  You can see the fruits of their generosity across the country today.  I am standing here today able to enjoy a decent retirement because of John D. Rockefeller and his vision of ministers who could retire and not be in abject poverty, which he had observed to his horror in the early twentieth century.  

We live here in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  I live in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  There are four states in this country with that title of “commonwealth” in their official name, instead of “state.”  I’ll let you tell me the other two.  (Kentucky and Virginia)  My point is simple.  We here in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania were founded on principles of the common good or “weal” in the language of another century.  Our governments grew out of the Christian understanding that everyone has responsibility for the whole and all within that body.  We can argue the contemporary versions of that understanding, but I have rarely seen a church like this one, which has taken that notion of responsibility for the whole community so seriously.  If there were no other reason to support this church with great generosity than that without this church, Beverly would be a much poorer community.  On Friday evening a Roman Catholic parishioner, citizen of Beverly, spoke with me about this church’s impact.  He said outright, without reservation, that without the First Baptist Church in Beverly, this city would be much worse off and the evidence is clear to all who look at this city and its history, especially of the last fifty years.  He did not have to convince me.  He also spoke of his frustration with his own church and their neglect of their community responsibilities.  I almost gave him a pledge card right then and there!

The basic truth I am trying to convey is simple:  “Things we think we possess, quickly possess us.”  Ask any recovering addict; I am one.  Alcohol, drugs, sexual behaviors, overeating, work itself and I might add, excessive obsession with money, can quickly come to take over and control our lives and our thinking.  The science of the brain has begun to understand the deadly truth of this, showing that there are physiologic changes in our brains when we become obsessed with something in our lives that we believe we can control and that makes us feel good, at least at first.  The longer we are caught up in whatever obsession we have, the harder and longer it takes to restore us to health and hope.  

In our Tuesday night Bible Study we are reading and learning the Joseph cycle of stories in Genesis.  One of the remarkable things about Joseph, who started out being a spoiled brat and narcissist of the nth degree, when brought to his knees by disastrous misfortunes, became the first example of God’s great stewards.  Joseph had a great gift and an insight into the needs of the powerful wealthy of his day.  Joseph was God’s great steward—first for Potiphar, then for the jail warden and finally for Pharaoh himself.  He never owned anything, but his managing skills favored by God saved the nation of Egypt, then his own family, who were the twelve tribes of Israel, which became the nation in which God’s own son was sent to save and by God all of us along with them.  A faithful steward led to our salvation!

The Hebrew Scriptures show us how the Israelites responded to God’s good favor.  Every festival, every gathering for worship and praise, every opportunity to be in the Temple called for an offering.  Our morning lesson from Exodus is just one example of how God’s people related to their redeemer God.  They never met without bringing an offering.  As is stated in this lesson that offering was first and foremost the “first fruits” of whatever they had.  Their possessions always were understood to be God’s first.  Our gifts to the church are what we do first with whatever we receive in wages, investments, income of any kind, including gifts to us.  If you don’t remember anything else about this sermon, please remember this.  We have a paycheck, or investment income, or business profit, or allowance from a parent, or a gift from a friend—before we spend any of it on ourselves or to pay bills or even to give to other charities, we must decide and set aside our giving back to God, to the church.  Now there are many ways to work this out, but please hear me clearly.  Before any other expenditure our giving to God must come first.  

Now I have three quick stories to tell you to help you understand what I mean.  I don’t expect anyone here to follow exactly the ways these three families handled their money decisions, but they are good examples of what God can do for us when we put God first in our money spending.  

The story of Daniel* and his wife and four children:  Daniel was a successful businessman in his mid-thirties.  His wife began attending our church, because she knew something was missing in her life and wanted her children, three boys and a girl to have some faith.  Since she had not been brought up in a church, she chose our church, because her husband, Daniel, had been a Baptist in Worcester as a child.  We were the closest Baptist church.  She began to attend sporadically.  I visited the family.  Daniel was not interested much.  He was making his fortune and did not need to church or any minister to interfere with his grand plans.  After a few months Daniel lost his big, high-paying job.  It was in one of our recessions, so he had difficulty finding work of any kind, certainly not with the income his growing family needed.  Daniel was skeptical of the church’s kindnesses, but began to listen when I visited the family.  Finally, he came to church with his wife and kids.  Weeks went by; their financial situation worsened; the family needed more and more assistance, almost beyond what the church or social services could provide at that time.  Unemployment ran out and the family was becoming destitute.  One Sunday Daniel listened to one of my sermons.  He had seven dollars left in his pocket.  They were to go to the store the next day with those dollars and try to put together enough for a week’s meals for six people.  While sitting there David had an epiphany and a conviction of faith.  He took that seven dollars out of his wallet and put it in the offering plate.  He told me later that he simply knew that his situation was impossible and that only God could help.  He surrendered his life, his family and his strivings after wealth and happiness to God.  His wife was horrified.  I can tell you I was stunned when he talked with me later and honestly I did not have that much faith.  But this is what happened that week.  The next day they received a note in the mail from an aunt with twenty dollars in it.  In those days (about 35 years ago) twenty dollars could buy a lot of groceries.  At the end of the week he got a call back for a job that paid better than he had ever made and one that used his skills much more effectively.  You can imagine why I am telling you this story.  Daniel became the great proclaimer of the good news of faith.  We baptized him, his wife and their children over the coming years.  He led many of our stewardship campaigns and inspired many of our church family to give sacrificially, out of faith.  He also was a convert to tithing, which meant to him the first ten percent and much more after that first off the top giving as God blessed him.  There is more to this story, but that is enough for today.

Then there is the story of Bill*, his wife and three children:  Bill was never much of a church-going man, but he went with his wife and because the children needed the faith.  His oldest child was born with severe epilepsy.  Sean* was eventually institutionalized and the family visited him in the state hospital every Sunday afternoon for years.  They rarely talked about this heart-break, but they remained a simple, faithful family to church and to their son.  In my early years of ministry I struggled with the challenges of such families, who bore the burdens of this life more heavily than most.  Bill never made a big salary, but he was a hard worker and a trustworthy employee.  In about the third year of my ministry we ran a stewardship campaign that emphasized tithing and its rewards spiritually.  Bill was taken up with this truth and decided to become a tither.  On his modest salary there was not much for anything but bills, but Bill believed that this was the best route for him and his family.  By this time he had become a more committed church-goer, a leader and full participant in the life of the congregation.  There is no drama in Bill’s story, like Daniel’s.  For years he and his wife were models of humble servant hood and generous giving, not just to the church.  He and his wife were inspirations to me and my wife.  We strove to be like them in simple faith and love.  I buried Sean a few years later, but their other children continued to be joy to them and to our church.  Many years later their youngest son, Ronald*, was killed in a motorcycle accident.  He was one of the safest cyclists I knew, but the impact was too severe.  It was one of the hardest funerals in my ministry.  The stories of Ronald throughout his childhood and young adult years were inspirations to many in our church family.  I wish I had the time to tell you of them all.  Bill always reminded me when I veered off from the message about tithing that it was God’s way and had made his life full and happy beyond all he could have hoped.  His testimony was compelling.

Finally there is the story of Ben* and Susan* and their son:  Ben never graduated from high school.  He worked as a stamper in a non-union machine shop, making a wage that frankly was not livable even in the seventies.  Fortunately, he kept his job through most of the recessions.  He was also a hard worker and trustworthy.  However, their income simply was not enough to cover their modest home mortgage, utilities and the expenses of a typical American household.  They were not extravagant spenders.  They had very little.  Susan shopped for all the bargains, really appreciating our church rummage sales and holiday fairs.  Nevertheless their expenses got ahead of them and their electricity was cut off.  I had visited with them before, so they called and we discussed the possible solutions, one of which was a budget discipline that was pretty strict and negotiating with the electric company to turn their electricity back on while they paid out their debt over many months.  The electric company would not agree to any such deal, so I stepped in as their advocate.  I will not describe what a demeaning process that negotiation was—with a man who was terrifying even to me, but after I threatened to go to his supervisor and maybe even to the President of the utility, he agreed to our plan to pay out the debt over the following year while still having electricity.  With that ordeal behind us Ben and Susan agreed to sit down with me and work out a weekly budget.  They insisted that we start with a pledge to the church.  I agreed and talked with them about first fruits and faithfulness of managing their meager income.  In twelve months they were debt-free, except for their mortgage which was paid up to date in full.  They had to sacrifice many small luxuries like movies and other entertainment, but they made it.  There were other crises in the coming years and they sometimes faltered on their pledge to the church, but they always remembered how we found God’s way in the managing of their money and their lives.  

These three stories are not really that dramatic.  They are simple stories of people who would not make the news or any special story in a book.  I have told them to help each of us here know that pledging to the church is a vital part of our spiritual faith journey.  Each of us will have a different way of discovering what God wants us to do with the money, the resources, the assets God has entrusted to us as good stewards, as faithful followers of Christ.  

Next week I will begin with my own story and how my obsession with money and wealth has haunted my life and my ministry.  I will also be outlining a couple of other stewardship principles that not only come from the scriptures, but are time-proven ways to address the yearning ailment of contemporary American culture.  We often complain that we do not have enough.  When in fact most of us have more than we need.  When we entrust our lives to God’s ways, we will discover an inner peace and joy that is not available from the latest fad or craving.  I will look forward to seeing you next week.  We’ll see how many are willing to risk hearing this message from God or at least how many of us are curious to find out about how weird this new minister really is! 

*names changed for privacy

