“Love the Challenge:  I Love Money, Part II”

Sermon for The First Baptist Church in Beverly, Massachusetts

Sunday, November 13, 2011

11:00 a.m.
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Do we remember the points from last week?  Whether you do or weren’t here, let me quickly summarize:  It the love of money that is the root of all evil, so I actually hate money.  My main point was that God owns everything and asks that we return “first fruits” regularly as our tithes and offerings.  To be faithful Christians in this culture at this time, we must seek to understand what God wants us to do with money.  That bears repeating as last week:  To be faithful Christians in this culture at this time, we must seek to understand what God wants us to do with money.  Last week we established the ownership issue.  God owns; we manage.  We are called to be good stewards/managers of God’s creation and what God blesses us with in our lives.  And I told three stories of people in my life as a Pastor who taught me the meaning of Biblical and faith-based giving.  

Here is my story:  I grew up in a lower middle-class working class home.  My father was a talented artist, but he worked in the commercial field as an advertising artist.  By the time I went off to college he was making a more middle-class livelihood and our family was beginning to enjoy some comforts.  Unfortunately, my father was seriously ill, mentally and emotionally as well as physically, so any financial resources we might have had were dissipated regularly for his care and/or his addictions.  Because of a good public school system, a church that was serious about the Gospel and helped our family beyond belief, some wonderful friends, mostly from the church family, we were never poverty-stricken, but we stayed on that edge for many years.  My money attitudes, fears and dreams were shaped by those experiences of never, ever enough, except for basics.  I am confident there are those in this congregation right now who are saying to yourselves that it made me who I am, a successful professional with some minor financial security.  There is some truth to that proposition, but please hear me when I say that it also scarred me about money and my dependence on needing to want more.  Even though I grew up with grandparents who were good southern Baptist tithers and a mother who was a miracle worker with finances and believed in generous church-going and giving, I was not convinced that the church needed the money more than I did.  That doesn’t mean I wasn’t generous.  I did become a minister after all and believed in the church, so we gave generously, but never out of a deep faith that God would provide everything we would ever need.  I/we (my wife and I) would make the decisions about giving based on our needs first.  My wife grew up in a southern Baptist tithing home, so we had lots of family experiences that challenged our early commitments.  

When I took my first church, we made a good pledge, although I was making the minimum salary our denomination would allow.  That minimum salary situation lasted eight years.  We were always one step away from food stamps and assistance.  If it had not been for a parsonage and our having only one child, we would have been but one step away from my childhood money fears.  My predecessors had all left when the second child arrived, but I felt called to stay and work with that congregation in which I felt something very special in ministry.  In about the fourth year of my pastorate my wife and I came to the conclusion that our frugal ways and meager income were our destiny, so we prayerfully re-evaluated our giving.  We preachers have the difficult position of preaching each week and having to believe and practice what we preach.  God kinda likes that integrity thing in us ministers.  The church decided that we should be emphasizing the tithe or at least proportional giving.  We gave generously, but we were only at the six percent level at that time.  I felt that we needed to start tithing if I was going to preach it.  Some other church leaders decided to make that commitment also.  

Now I am not going into details, but the coming year was rather remarkable.  We were giving 10% of our gross income, including the value of our housing and utilities provided by the church.  I tried not to be legalistic about it, but I understood that the discipline of that budget was necessary to experience what it meant to tithe.  For the first time in my life I felt freed from money worries.  Oh, we did not get to buy much but necessities, like food and clothing.  We did not go to much entertainment that cost much, but we realized that we paid our bills easier.  The other tithers in the church testified to their own experiences that tithing, although a challenge, was helping them order their finances better and we all felt more in control of our spending.  The church was faring a little better financially, although that church never was rich or had a lot of money.  We ran as many deficits as balanced budget years, but we always seemed to be able to pay our bills eventually.  

Now I told you my story was not very dramatic.  The next decision we made as a family was to begin to increase our tithe.  Over the next twenty years and continuing even today we try to give some percentage higher of our gross income away.  Now not all that giving goes into our church pledge.  We have been blessed over the years to be able to give generously to many good causes and organizations.  We have endowed two scholarships, one at Andover Newton in memory of a wonderful friend, who died shortly after she graduated from the seminary.  We ordained her just weeks before she succumbed to cancer.  The other is at our college in honor of my wife’s parents; my mother-in-law is now 98 years young.  If you want to know how high that percentage is, just think in terms of our morning lesson; we’re halfway to Zacchaeus’ giving level.  He was rich; we simply feel rich, because we can give away so much.  

I am not sharing this testimony to flaunt my extravagant giving.  Frankly, I don’t believe we are giving enough.  I wish we could give more, but the wealthier we become the harder it is to keep up that level of giving.  It was easier to tithe when we were just above the poverty line.  And that is a truth that is hard for many of us to fathom.  The more we have been given, the harder it is to give more away, even though the Scriptures clearly state:  “To those who are given much, much is required; to those who are given more, much more is required.”  It isn’t that easy.  

So let’s take a few minutes to look at our morning lessons.  The passages from Nehemiah come from a time in the life of Israel when they were renewing their relationship with Yahweh.  They built a new Temple and they recommitted themselves to some of the old ritualistic disciplines, including specific money offerings that was the tithe plus.  We liberal Christians have often seen that many of the old laws of the Hebrews do not serve any purpose and have discarded many legalisms.  Even fundamentalists have done this kind of selective observances of the Old Testament laws.  The problem with this practice of the faith is that we sometimes throw out the baby with the bath water, so the old saying goes.  The disciplines of the Ten Commandments, many of the holiness codes and some of the purity codes can still speak to us today.  It just takes some honest study, prayer and commitment to discovering God’s living word in the midst of those words of ancient days.  I believe and have experienced the truths of many of the money laws of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Church pledging and tithing are keystones in those laws.  They are not there to judge us, but are guides and standards that can shape our lives today around values and spiritual practices that make a huge difference in living today.

Reflecting on these faith commitments by the early Israelites and our weekend of honoring some great people—our veterans, I was reminded of how early in my ministry the folk in my church taught me a whole lot about service, commitment and discipline.  I was quite a long-haired, anti-war peacenik when I was called to the North Oxford church.  They were very tolerant, but most of the men in the congregation were veterans of one of our several wars.  Many of the young men and women, though they shared the feelings of the growing anti-Vietnam war movement, were destined to join the military, because there were very few choices for them just out of high school in their working class environment.  We blessed them on their way: some of them had been pretty tough characters as teenagers.  Getting into trouble was a regular experience; many a time I have been to a jail or hospital with a family struggling to help a rebellious teen.  Those teens joined or were drafted and served for the most part with valor and distinction.  I sadly stood at too many a graveside with grieving parents.  Those who survived and returned were different men and women.  They were focused and disciplined in life.  They had purpose and clarity about what they wanted in life.  I was deeply moved by their stories and their commitments.  Happily I married quite a few and celebrated their families as they grew and joined with us in the church.  We can all learn from the discipline of military training.  Yes, its purpose can be disputed politically, but the results for so many are resoundingly positive.  Such discipline to a set of principles can teach us a lot about how we pursue our daily faith.  Quiet, persistent service to a cause shapes us into the persons whom God created us to be.  God lays out many of these principles in our scriptures.  Let us not neglect our faith practices because we happen to disagree about the details.  I have become a strong supporter of our armed services even though I am still anti-militarist and anti-war.  We can always be united in our support of our fellow citizens, our fellow faith journeyers, while we still accept the differences in our commitments.  I have learned much from the discipline and strong devotion of those who have served our country.  That education has been far more valuable to me in my daily living than I can talk about here this morning.

But the real challenge for us about money and our faith comes in the words and stories of Jesus and money.  I have many favorite scripture passages, but I have to confess that one of my favorite Biblical characters is Zacchaeus.  First, I loved the children’s song that I would guess many of us know:  


                       Zacchaeus was a wee little man, and a wee little man was he. 
                    He climbed up in a sycamore tree, for the Lord he wanted to see. 
                         And as the Savior passed that way, He looked up in the tree, 
                                 And he said, “Zacchaeus, you come down; 
                  “For I'm going to your house today, for I'm going to your house today.”

Now I did not have ever have Zacchaeus’ stature challenges; I was always pretty tall for my age and am obviously taller than the average now.  But something about Zacchaeus always fascinated me:  his tenacity, his determination, his curiosity, his hope that maybe he was not as bad as everyone believed.  

There are today many critical arguments about this passage.  The traditional interpretation regarding Jesus’ presumed forgiveness and Zacchaeus’ extraordinary repentant response still wins out.  God seeks us out no matter who we are, forgives us and transforms our lives from miserable sinners to joyous believers and followers.  The story does not necessarily support that paradigm of forgiveness and repentance, especially if we realize that the translations almost always use the future tense in Zacchaeus’ statements about his “pledges.” The original Greek uses the present.  There is no declaration that Zacchaeus’ faith has healed him or changed him.  He merely states what he is doing about his financial responsibilities, far beyond what the law requires.  He may be hated and despised because he is seen as a traitor to his people by his collaboration with the Roman enemy, but he lives his life under God’s favor.  Jesus seems to recognize this and honors Zacchaeus with his presence and joining him in his home.  Nothing in the passage suggests all the interpretations about Zacchaeus as some awful sinner.  It only states that he is rich.  Given the chapter preceding this one in which Jesus confronts another rich man and challenges him to give up all his wealth and states that it is as difficult for a rich person to enter the Kingdom as it is to have a camel go through the eye of a needle, it is natural that we follow those pronouncements structured by Luke in his writing of the story and read into this story a similar scenario.  Although I am not convinced completely that Zacchaeus is not responding joyously to the favor that this healer, Jesus, has bestowed upon him, I am taken with the notion that maybe all rich people are not so bad.  Maybe many are trying to be faithful in their own ways.  Most of the wealthy that I personally know are sterling examples of people who are extraordinarily generous and always seeking to provide their wealth for the best of church and community.  I know this is heresy, but I believe in the best in rich people as well.  And just maybe this story of Zacchaeus is how Jesus was demonstrating that truth.  

So let’s review these stewardship principles that I so believe are the important truths that the Bible and our faith give us to help us confront the challenge of money in our lives.

(1)  God owns everything; we are God’s favored stewards or managers.

(2)  God expects us to return from the bounty God gives us, the first fruits of all.

(3)  God has shown us many ways to discipline our generosity, the tithe being the cornerstone of that truth.  The tithe plus applies to most Americans today.

Finally, and this may be the hardest for us practical, independent, critically informed people to accept.  We cannot worry or judge the worthiness or acceptability of the recipient of our giving.  The church is a humanly flawed organization.  Frankly, I have never been a part of any congregation that I did not disagree with something, and usually many somethings, that the church was doing or not doing.  I have been hurt and betrayed by some very good church folk.  Although I know the church was the agent of my salvation, it can be a frustrating and infuriating place to serve God.  And I know that God still wants me to give my tithes and offerings first and foremost to the church.  That is my personal testimony.  

I leave you with one final thought about this final truth.  My father, that alcoholic, drug-dependent, mentally-ill man who made my childhood very challenging indeed, always gave the homeless man on the streets of Toledo, Ohio where he and we grew up something from his small pocket money.  I used to question that often, especially when I was not happy with him and we did not have very much ourselves.  He occasionally told me never to pass up someone in need.  He had grown up on those city streets, their family nearly crushed by the Depression.  Yes, he knew many of them would spend it on booze.  He probably knew some of them when he himself was drinking at the local bar.  He also knew that it may be the difference in their having something to eat or someplace to stay that night.  I don’t always follow my father’s example, but I try to overcome my prejudices and judgments about somebody I don’t know and give something out of my abundance when I am confronted with that choice.  One of the reasons I am so impressed by this congregation is that you have gone those steps beyond that kind of sporadic charity and provide shelter, meals, clothing, education, employment counseling and so much more for those in need.  This is a flawed church just like all the others I have known, but I am giving for all the above reasons and especially because this church goes the second mile every day of every week of every year.  God is pleased.  God also asks us to give as God has inspired us to reach out.  

Let’s now gather our money commitments, our faith promises to God for 2012.
