Marvelous Mammon

Matthew 6: 19-21, 24
Rev. William G. Carter

preacher recently began his sermon in a way
Atha’c-l want to begin my sermon today. After

he read the scripture lesson, he looked out at
the congregation and said, “The Bible is the church’s
book. It was written and preserved by the people of
God. Through the Spirit, the Bible speaks a living
Word to the people of God.” Then he stepped out of
the pulpit, his Bible in hand. He walked into the
middle of the congregation, put the open Bible on a
chair in the center aisle, and left it there.

Returning to the pulpit, the preacher pointed
and said, “There it is. That's our book. Brothers and
sisters, my job today is to raise a question: what are
we going to do with the passage we just heard?”

That’s how I want to approach the text this morn-
ing. It is a passage that comes right out of our book.
Jesus said to his disciples, “No one can serve two
masters. You cannot serve God and wealth.” Sisters
and brothers, what are we going to do with that
passage?

It is one of the Lord’s teachings about money,

- possessions and wealth. The scholars who spend
their lives counting up scripture verses tell us that
Jesus spoke more about money, possessions and
wealth than he did about prayer. For instance: If is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than
for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.
(Matt. 19:24)

Onmce upon a time, a nobleman went on a journey.
Before he left, he entrusted three servants with different
sums of money. (Matt. 25:14-15)

Whenever you give money to the poor, do not sound
a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do. (Matt. 6:2)

The kingdom of heaven is like o king who settled
accoints with his servants. He called in a man who owed
liint a whole lot of money. (Matt. 18:23-24)

Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast
out demons. You received without payment; give without
payment. Tike no gold or silver or copper in your belts.

(Matt. 10:8-9)

According to the New Testament, fesus talked
repeatedly about money. He did not talk about it
because he was a greedy preacher or a church fund-
raiser. Rather, he addressed the issue because he
knew how money can compete for our primary
allegiance to God. In the words we heard a few
minutes ago, “No one can serve two masters; yout
cannot serve God and wealth.” Pick one or the
other. We cannot choose both.

On a Sunday motning in worship, surrounded
by familiar hymns and stirring prayers, that is an
easy choice to make. I pick God; how about you?
With the stained-glass shadow reflecting off my
brow, I can easily choose God. There is no problem
pointing a judgmental finger at the person who
worships wealth.

When Roger B. Smith left as the chairman of
General Motors in 1990, there was a vote at a stock-
holders meeting to almost double his pension to
$1.2 million a year. The Michigan state treasurer
shook his head with disgust. He said, “Roger, can’t
you eke out a retirement at $749,000 a year?”
Someone else said, “Mr. Smith, you will make
$20,000 a week. In three weeks, you will receive
more in retirement than what an average assembly
line worker earns in a year.” Nevertheless the vote
was approved. Afterward Smith defended the
pension by saying, “Sixty-one percent of corpora-
tions in this country have better pensions than
General Motors.”

It is easy to point a finger at people like that.
In our world, money means power, pleasure, secu-
rity, and status. The world has its own version of
the Golden Rule, namely, “Those who have the
gold make all the rules.” Yet think of what money
does to us. It stirs up fear, guilt, insecurity, greed
and selfishness. Wealth and possessions can
enslave us with their dark power. They can
demand our energy and devotion. They can lead
us in destructive directions. As a wise teacher in
the early church instructed, “The love of inoney is a
root of all kinds of evil.” (1 Tim. 6:10)

Some people love money more than they love
God. As a Christian preacher, I want to point my
finger at people like them. Then I realize three or
four of those fingers are pointing back at me. That
is unsettling.



I remember the day when my older daughter
made the shift in morning television habits. She
switched from the local public television station to
the Nickelodeon network. It meant a shift from
Sesame Street to Rug Rats; or more to the point,
from commercial-free public television to early
morning commercials. She had become old
enough to turn on the TV and to punch the chan-
nel buttons for herself.

That fateful morning I walked downstairs to
find her staring at the television. “Good morning,
Katie,” I called. No answer. Her eyes were glued to
a commercial for Barbie dolls. I don't think she
had ever seen the comumercial before. When she
did speak, her little voice peeped up to nobody in
particular, “I want that.”

There was a Bo Peep Barbie. Katie said, “I
want that.” How about a Foam and Color Barbie?
“I want that.” A vision flashed of Barnyard Barbie
with Nibbles the Horse. She responded, “I want
that.” 1 stood there shocked. “Katie,” I said, “you
already have a dozen Barbies in your toy chest.”

She broke the trance, turned with a smile, and
said, “But Daddy, I want more.” T pointed at her,
and three or four fingers pointed back at me. We
all want more. She learned that message from me.
She picked it up from my culture, '

"~ What are we going to do with this text? “You
cannot serve God and wealth.”

Jesus means this, of course, in the largest possi-
ble sense. The word Jesus used for wealth is the
Aramaic word mammon. “You can't serve God
and mammon,” he says. Mammon means “accu-
mulated resources.” Mammon means “piles of
wealth.” It is an inclusive word that includes
money and possessions. If you have a copy of
Carter’s Concise Contemporary Dictionary, you'll
find a good definition in that unpublished
resource. The word mammeon means “stuff,” as in,
“We have a lot of stuff around here.” Or “Please
go into your room and pick up all your stuff.” Or
closer to the point, “You cannot serve God and
stuff.”

These days, nobody I know would say, “Would
you take the picnic cooler to the garage with the
other piles of mammon?” They would say, “Please
put this cooler in the garage with our other stuff.”

It does not take much to realize what Jesus means
when he refers to our stuff. We earn some money
and buy things that hang around the home. We

. make a few investiments here and there. We stock-

pile belongings in our closets. Having a house full

. of mammon does not make you a bad person. But

if probably puts you under an enormous burden.

In our text, Jesus doesn’t pronounce us evil if
we have a toy chest full of Barbie dolls or a garage
full of stuff. He does not speak against our posses-
sions per se. But he does speak against the way we
stand taller when someone admires our fancy new
wristwatch, or the way we scan the pages of a cata-
log when we already have a closet full of clothes, or
the way we improve the house to keep up with the
neighbors, or the hundreds of ways we infuse our
stuff with meaning, significance, energy and hope.

Who can point any fingers? Not me! I struggle
with the power of my possessions, as you do. Why
do I feel better when I buy a couple of new com-
pact disks? Why do I get so depressed when the
VISA bill arrives? My addiction to possessions, my
hunger for money, my attachment to things must
be fed over and over, and it wears me out.

Tt can be difficult to live in a town like ours,
precisely because everything is so nice, so inviting
and so appealing. We regularly hear about the
high school kid who got a new sports car as a
graduation gift. We take for granted the beautiful
houses and the manicured lawns and the electroni-
cally controlled dog collars. We delight in the
quick trips to Disney World, the busy social calen-
dars and the upscale grocery stores. We enjoy
these things so much that we do not even notice
what a burden they can become. Did you know
the darkest shadows in this town are cast not by
poverty but by affluence? Mammon, which gives
us so much enjoyment, can make us absolutely
miserable. We expend so much energy working,
earning, accumulating, keeping and protecting our
stuff. It is hard work. Mammon promises so much
security. The only problem is we need a security
system to keep our stuff secure. In the process, we
are isolated from one another and cut off from the
things that truly matter.

It comes as a jolt, therefore, for Jesus to speak
so clearly: “You cannot serve God and manmion.” You
have to pick one or the other. This word he speaks
is the sword he came to swing. This word is evi-




dence of his radical pastoral care, His word can cut
us loose. His word can set us free. Yet it comes
with violent force. Take an inventory of all your
worldly belongings some time, and it will not take
a rocket scientist to realize what a burden it is to
maintain them. They are never totally safe. As
someone reminds us, cash can be stolen; Porsches
and Cadillacs rust; corporations collapse; moths
eat dinner jackets. The “lifestyles of the rich and
famous” are lifestyles of the always vulnerable and
ever fearful. Moreover, there is always someone
around who has more than we do, and the quest to
keep up is an endless burden. Deadbolts, safety-
deposit boxes, tax shelters—rnone of them finally
protect what we really desire; none of them makes
secure a treasure worthy of our hearts.

This pronouncement of Jesus is calling us to
think about our priorities. He invites us to exam-
ine where we put our energy. We must choose
whom or what we're going to serve. Do we belong
to God? Or do we belong to our stuff? Whose yoke
are you going to allow to be put around your
neck?

Mammon says, “Keep busy, work harder, earn
your own way.”

God says, “Come, all who are heavy-laden and I will
give you rest.”

Mammon says, “Worry about your wealth, hover
over the investment portfolio, act prudently.”

God says, “Loosen your grip, let go of it all, and get in
step belind Jesus.”

Mammon says, “Stash some money away for a
rainy day.”

God says, “Who do you think sends the rain?” Whom
are you going to serve? It has to be one or the other. It
canot be both.

Mammon says, “Keep what you can to maintain
your life. Grip it tight and don’t let go.”

God says, “T will keep you.”

Mammon says, “Do not rest for a minute. Keep
looking over your shoulder.”

God says, “I brought you out of slavery. I have set you
free.”

Mammon says, “There is no such thing as a free
lunch. You have to pay as you go.”

God says, “Why do you spend your money for that
which is not bread, and your labor for that which does
not satisfy? Come, eaf and drink! Be satisfied by a table
you did not set. Be nourished by the body and blood
who gave himself up for you.” Whom are you going fo
serve? It has fo be one or the other. “You cannot serve
God and manmon.”

This is the word of the Lord. It is sitting out
there, right in the middle of our congregation.
Every one of us has to decide what we are going to
do. It is not an easy decision. It may not even be
something we can decide today, once and for all.

Nevertheless the choice is clear. We can serve
our stuff and become enslaved to it.

- Or we can loosen our grips, lighten our loads
and serve a living God who alone can set us free.

William Carter sarves as pastor of Frist Presbyterian
Church, Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania.
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Pulled Between Two Stories

Culiure and Gospel
Rev. Douglas W. Oldenburg

Stewardship | .

Throughout the history of the Christian Church, theologians
have sought to find ways to express the appropriate rela-
tionship between the Christian community and the cuiture
in which it lives. In the New Testament, the world is seen
primarily in negative terms: as the antithesis of the King-
dom of God. Therefore, James writes that “whoever wishes
to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.”
Paul writes in Romans that we should "not be conformed to
this world, but transformed by the renewal of your minds.”
We Christians are called to live 'in’ the world, but not ‘of’ the
world.

Some years ago, Richard Niebuhr wrote a popular
book entitled, Christ and Culture. in which he described five
ways various Christian traditions have related to the world
or the cuiture in which they live. According to his analysis,
we reformed Christians are in the category of Christ trans-
forming culture, for we have traditionally seen our mission,
at [east in part, as one of striving to transform the culture in
which we live to more closely conform to our vision of what
God intended the world and our life together to be.

In more recent years, Stanley Howerwas, Professor of
Ethics at Duke Divinity School, has written a book entitled,
Resident Aliens. He argues that the Christian community is
aresident in this culture-we live here-but, like national
aliens or immigrants, in a sense we don't belong here, this
is not our home, We are uncomfortable here since we have
a different set of values than our culture and march to a dif-
ferent drummer. Rather than trying to transform our culture,
we Christians should live different lives than those around
us, and witness to an alternative lifestyle, a counter-cultural
set of values.

| want to use yet another way of trying to describe this
relationship between the Christian community and the cul-
ture in which we live, a way suggested by some contempo-
rary theologians. Over the past several years, we have
heard a lot in our seminaries about the value of narrative
theology and narrative preaching. | want to use that narra-
tive, story-telling notion as a way to talk about stewardship.
[ want to suggest that there are two stories that compete
for our allegiance and as Christians we live in the tension
between the two.* On the one hand, there is the powetful
story of our culture, and on the other hand, there is the
story of the Gospel. We are pulled in two different direc-
tions, haunted by two different versions of life, two different
ways of living. And | further want to suggest that our stew-
ardship is a test, an indication of which story has promi-
nence in our lives, which version of life is the controlling
one. That's my theme in these three presentations.

. The Story of our Culture

The culture story that competes for our aftention and loy-
alty is what | would call the Money Story as it is told and
lived in the modern world. 1t is the story of hard work, com-
petence, merit, self-sufficiency, radical individualism, radi-
cal freedom and power. The sign of that story is MORE,
and its motto is ‘more is always better'-more goods, more
influence, more clothes, more stock, more power, more
trips to Europe, more capital gains, more money, more
cars, bigger houses— ‘we want more!’ It's a story that in-
sists that no matter how much one has, it is not yet enough
for our happiness and safety and security, but ‘more’ will

‘make us so much happier and more secure.

I's an assumption deeply rooted within each of us as
individuals; it's part of our psyche. Most of us surely believe
that we would be better off in life if we only had a little more
- more money, more things, more this and that. Surveys
show that except for the very highest levels of income, we
all share the belief that life for us.would be so much better
and fuller; we would be so much happier, so many of our
problems would be solved IF we only had about 256% more
income. A question was asked in a national research sur-
vey, ‘What would improve your quality of life?’ and the most
frequent response was ‘more money.’ Let's be honest
about it: who of us wouldn't like a little more? Who of us
would refuse a raise in salary or a little more in that pen-
sion check. ‘More is always better.’

College students have increasingly bought into that
story. In a survey of entering college students, the question
was asked, why are you going to college? Those who an-
swered 'to make more money' rese from 50% in 1971 to



nearly 75% in 1998. And the proportion of those consider-
ing it ‘very essential’ that they become ‘well off financially’
rose from 39% in 1970 to 74% in 1998. Those proportions
virtually flip-flopped with those who considered it very im-
portant to develop a meaningful philosophy of life. Material-
ism was up; spirituality down. College students today want
to make money and make lots of it. A Duke University pro-
fessor asked his students what they wanted out of life, and
he reported, “With few exceptions, what they wanted fell
into three categories: money, power and things — very big
things, including vacation homes, expensive foreign auto-
mobiles, yachts and even airplanes. . . Their request to fac-
ulty was: Teach us to be moneymaking machines. Little
else mattered he reported, including concerns for one’s
family, spirituality, employees, or ethics or social responsi-
bility.” It is obvious that more and more young pecple today
have adopted the story of the culture, the money story, that
more is always better. ‘

Of course, that motto, that insatiable desire for more is
at the heart of the American economic credo; it's deeply
rooted in our cultural mind-set; it’s the basis of capitalism
and it's what makes our economic system run. In some
ways, we have seen continued economic growth through
this desire for more to be the messiah that would help
solve all our social problems, including poverty and
homelessness and unemployment. Indeed, if all of us sud-
denly decided that we didn’t need more, our economy
would stumble and a severe recession or even depression
would result with unemployment rolis and homelessness
and poverty skyrocketing. But, of course, there is not much
danger in that for that story has a tight grip on all of us.

It is, of course, the story of advertising that bombards
us with that message hundreds of times every day with at-
tractive seductions. Why do companies spend so much
money advertising their products? Simply because it sells;
it creates a need and a desire within us to buy their prod-
ucts with the promised assurance that we'll be more beauti-
ful, more sexy, more successful, more contented, more
whatever you want and a whole lot happier.

Indeed, it seems that our cultural story has been
adopted by the whole world today as we have moved to-
ward a global market economy. All but a few countries have
adopted our free-market system, however modified, in their
search for a higher standard of living. Experience has
clearty shown that the alternatives— centrally planned
sconomies-have not worked very well. Capitalism has
won; socialism has lost.

Now, what has been the result of this cultural story, this
money story, this ‘more is better’ story? Let's be honest: in
many ways it has been quite positive. We enjoy one of the
highest standards of fiving in the world. Although population
has doubled since World War !l, food production has tripled
and food is cheaper than ever before. Welfare rolls have
been shrinking, and joblessness remains relatively low in
spite of our current recession. Would any of us really wish
to have braved family fife of a century ago when we were
like a Third World country today? Without indoor plumbing?
With less electricity generated each year than we now con-
sume in a day? When trivial infections might iake a life?
When the life expectancy was only 47 years? When we
had no sociaf security system or safety net for the poor?
When there were very limited educational opportunities?
However great our present problems, the past is no golden
age to which we would willingly return if only we could. Yes-
terday was not the best of times, in many ways, today is—
thanks largely to this money story, this ‘more is better'
credo, this cultural story.

Furthermore, this cultural story has helped create in-
credible wealth going info foundations and charities and
churches and seminaries and colleges and hospitals and
homes for children and the elderly and countless other wor-
thy causes that we applaud. Yes, the cultural story has had
some very positive results.

But there is another side to this story—a negative side.
David Myers, Professor at Hope College in Michigan, has
written a provocative book entitled, The American Paradox:
Spiritual Hunger in an Age of Plenty. He points out that in
the last 40 years, at the same time we have experienced
unprecedented material prosperity, the divorce rate has
doubled, the teen suicide rate has tripled, the recorded vio-
lent crime rate has quadrupled, the prison rate has quin-
tupled, the percentage of babies born to unmarried parents
has (excuse the pun) sextupled, the cohabitation rate for
adults has increased sevenfold, and the individual emo-
tiona! depression rate has increased ten times. In a fime of
unprecedented material prosperity, one out of six children
live below the poverty line, the highest percentage rate of
all the other industrial countries, and 11 million without
health insurance. The index of National Civic Health has
plunged downward since 1960. Bertrand Russell once said
that the mark of a civilized human is the capacity fo read a
column of numbers and weep. Can we weep for all the
crushed lives behind those numbers, It is hard to argue
with Al Gore when he said, “The accumulation of material
goods is at an all-time high, but so is the number of people
who feef an emptiness in their lives.” One economist wrote




that Americans are spending more hours at work, fewer
hours sleeping, and fewer hours with friends and families.
“Traffic has grown considerably more congested, saving
rates have fallen precipitously; personal bankruptcey filings
are at an all-time high; and there is at least a wide spread
perception that employment security has fallen sharply.”

Ted Halstead, in a recent issue of Affantic Monthly,
wrote this: “Like the Roman god Janus, America has two
faces. Despite being the richest nation on the planet, we
suffer from higher rates of poverty, infant mortality (and)
homicide and HIV infections. . .than other advanced de-
mocracies, We have far more uninsured citizens, and a
lower life expectancy. We have the highest rates of teen
pregnancy and among the highest proportion of single par-
ents and Americans have the least amount of free time to
spend with their children; indeed, the average American
works nine more weeks each year than the average Euro-
pean. Our performance on many sacial indicators is so
poor, in fact, that an outsider looking at these numbers
alone might conclude that we were a developing country.”

In addition to all that, this Culture Story has dramati-
cally widened the income and wealth gap between the rich
and the poor. We used to take pride in our rather egalitar-
ian sociely in America, but we now have the largest income
inequality gap in the past fifty years, and the largest
disparities in income and wealth of any industrial country
in the world. Andrew Tobias recently wrote in Parade
Magazine that “in 1980, the typical CEO was paid 42 times
as much as their average worker; n 1990, it was 85 times
as much; in 2000, it was 531 times. In 2001, corporate
profits felt 35%, but the median CEO saw their compensa-
tion rise 7%.”

In response to the gross disparities between CEQ sala-
ries and those of the average worker, John Leon wrote in
U.S, News and World Report. “These are combustible
numbers. How long can any sane sociely tolerate an ever
widening gap between the average worker and a new, self-
enhancing class of ultra-wealthy managers?”

Kevin Phillips, a Republican, in his recent book, Wealth
and Democracy, worries about the impact of such large
concentrations of wealth on our democracy and our demo-
cratic institutions. He is not alone in that worry.

Now, how is it that things could have gone so welf ma-
terially for so many of us in the past forty years and so
poorly socially for so many others? How do you explain this
American paradox: material prosperity in an age of spiritual
hunger. Myer argues that part of the explanation lies in the
radical individualism that is at the heart of our culture and
economic credo. The very thing that has helped produce

material prosperity has also helped produce social decline.
What is it? We hear the mantras almost every day: Do your
own thing. Seek your own bliss. Challenge authority. if it
feels good, do it. Shun conformity. Don't force your values
on others. Assert your personal rights. Cut taxes and
spending for social needs and increase executive pay. Be
self-sufficient. Loak out for number one. Expect others like-
wise to look out for themselves and make it on their own.
That celebration of personal liberty and radical individual-
ism lies at the heart of the old American dream. It drives
our free-market system. Yet, we pay a price: a social reces-
sion thatimperils children, corrodes civility and diminishes
happiness. When individualism is taken to an extreme, indi-
viduals become its ironic casualties.

And that often includes individuals who have slavishly
followed the cultural story and become wealthy. Yes, the
cultural story has the power to improve our material stan-
dard of living, but it also has the power to cheapen and
numb our daily existence, and the outcome of this story,
this way of living, is often increased anxiety and worty, rest-
lessness and fatigue, stress and hurry-with two income
providers in the family working long hours and often ne-
glecting their children. It often culminates in greed and self-
centeredness and isolation and sometimes in meanness of
spirit. And that greed, that infectious greed as Alan
Greenspan called it, that has infected American business
leads to what happened to Enron, WorldCom, Arthur
Anderson, and the list goes on.

In a recent book that originated from a television show,
the authors suggests that most of us in America have been
infected with a virus they call, Affluenza, the fitle of their
book. They define this disease as a “painful, contagious,
socially-transmitted combination of overload, debt, anxiety
and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more.” It's a
disease that has resulted in dangerously threatening our
global environment, with depleted ozone layers, toxic
waste dumps, polluted lakes and streams, catastrophic oil
spills, and the list goes on. It's a disease that has devel-
oped an addiction to oil, an addiction that we must satisty.

Does more things bring greater happiness? Does
money buy happiness? Most of us believe it would. In poor
countries, it does. But in affluent countries, where nearly
everyone can afford life’s necessities, increasing affluence
matters surprising little. One study showed that the correla-
tion between income and happiness is. . .virtually negli-
gible. Yes, happiness is lower among the very poor, but
once comfortable, more money often provides diminishing
returns. The second piece of pie, or the second $50,000,
never tastes as good as the first. Studies have consistently




showed that people who go to work in overalls. . ,are just
as happy, on the average, as those in suits. Someone once
told me that if you don't think money buys happiness, you
don’t know where to shop. Yes, buying something new-a
car, a dress, whatever, does provide an immediate surge of
nappiness, but we both know that it scon ebbs and disap-
pears and we need something more to maintain it. Are we
now happier than we were 40 years ago? We are not.
Since 1957, after forty years of incredible material prosper-
ity with bigger salaries and all the rest, the number of
people that reported that they were ‘very happy' in life has
declined from 35% to 30%. And the number of people who
said that they were ‘pretty well satisfied with their financial
situation in life dropped from 42% to 30%. We are twice as
rich than 40 years ago and less happy, less satisfied.

Isalah asked the critical question long ago: “Why do
you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your
labor for that which does not satisfy?” | believe Jesus’ re-
sponse to the cultural story, the money story, the ‘more is
better story’ came in his response to the rich man who
wanted to build more and bigger and better barns. You re-
member what he said: “You fooll” Is that what he would say
to us today?

Yes, in my best moments | know that and so do you.
But still, | assume you are like me: you know the seductive
power and attractiveness of that cuftural story, and it's hard
to resist it. In all honesty before God, we need to acknowl-
edge that most of us live at least some of the time, and
some of us live most of the time drawn to it, seduced by it,
and too much of our lives are centered around t.

But as Christians we know about and take quite seri-
ously another story, a quite different story, the Gospetl story.
And that’s the subject of my next address,

* I am indebted to my former colleague at Columbia
Seminary, Walter Brueggemann, fer introducing me
to this way of thinking about stewardship.

Stewardship I}

In my first address, | focused on the culture story, the
maoney story, the ‘more is better' story. | acknowledged the
seductive power of that story and the positive resulis it has
had in our nation and in many of our lives. But | also ac-
knowledged the down side of it, the American paradox as
someone has calledit, that in a time of unprecedented ma-
terial prosperity we are also witnessing increased spiritual
hunger and social decline. In many ways, this is the best of
times materially, but the worst of times as evidenced by so
many social indicators—divorce rates, child neglect and
abuse rates, crime rates, out-of-wedlock birth rates, drug
abuse rates and the list goes on and on. | suggested that
one of the things that has produced this material prosper-
ity-radical individualism-is also the source of much of our
social decline. | quoted research that shows that our popu-
lar assumption that more money will buy more happiness is
simply wrong. But, to be sure, it is a very powerful and per-
suasive story and | have to admit that I-and | assume you
too-that we are all seduced by it and drawn to it and five
much of our lives centered around it. Unless we are quite
intentional about resisting it, we find ourselves captured by
it and living much of our lives around it.

But as Christians we know about another story, a quite
different story, a different account of our lives, and we are
haunted by this other account, we are drawn to it, we claim -
our commitment to it, and on a good day, we intend to put
our lives down in this other version of reality.

tl. The Gospel Story

This is the story of the Gospel, the story we rehearse and
retell and celebrate each Sunday as worshipping communi-
ties. t is an account of God's generosity and unconditional
love that we are able to see in-the mystery and beauty of
God's creation, and that we have come to know in a crucial
way in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, [tis
a story that fills our cup of gratitude to overflowing, and
calls us to be stewards of all that God has given us, and to
share our money with others. '

It's a story that runs counter to the cultural story in
many ways. It's a story that reminds us that life does not
consist in the abundance of things; that he or she who
loses their life will find it; that it is more blessed to give than
to receive; that o whom much is given, will much be re-
quired, that we are called to be stewards, managers of our
financial resources that ultimately befong to God and to use
them as God intended; that we are called to love our neigh-




bor as ourselves, and that we are especially called to help
those in greatest need. That's a different kind of story than
the Culture Story — a softer story, a sharing story, a ‘we’
story rather than an ‘I’ story.

It's a story that we have come o irust because we
have experienced it in intimate and concrete ways in our
own lives, and it has provided great meaning and fulfillment
and joy in our living. Surely all of us have experienced, in
one way or another, that beautiful joy that comes in giving,
a depth of joy that nothing else can provide. Surely all of us
have experienced, in one way or another, that the more we
lose our lives in service to others, the more we find that ful-
fillment we're all looking for and what fiving is really all
about, Surely we have all experienced in very personal and
concrete ways the truth that life is more than the abun-
dance of things—far.more! It's about family and ftiends and
beauty and love and tender moments together.

The sign of this story is our baptism, for in baptism we
have gladly accepted the gift of a new identity as beloved
children of this generous and gracious God. And as chil-
dren of God and disciples of Jesus Christ, we have em-
braced a new resolve in our lives, a new relation to our
money, a new commitment to our neighbor, and a new pas-
sion for the well-being of the public community over which
God rules.

Does the Gospel Story mean that we should not enjoy
the material things we have? Several years ago when | re-
turned from my sabbatical during which | became over-
whelmed by the needs of the hungry and poor around the
world, I found myself feeling guilty about eating a good
meal or living in a lovely home or driving a nice car. | found
it helpful to remember that right after Paul warns Timothy
that the “love of money is the root of all kinds of evil,” (]
Timothy 6:10). He goes on to say thal “God provides us
with everything for our enjoyment,” (I Timothy 6:17} and
adds that the rich “should be rich in good works, generous
and ready to share” (I Timothy 6:18). There you have it: a
warning about the love of money in the Culture Story, and
an encouragement to enjoy what God has given us and to
share it generously with others. Albert Camus once said:
“There is beauty in the world, and there are the poor. What-
ever difficulties the enterprise may present, | would like
never to be unfaithful either to the one or the other.”
(Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, pp.169-170). That's
the tension in which we Christians are called to live. To be
sure, we must generously share what God has given us
with the poor—faithful to the poor—but we must also enjoy
the beauty of all God has given us: the beauty of creation,
the beauty of a good meal, the beauty of a lovely home, the

beauty of a Bach chorale, the beauty of a lovely sanctuary—
faithful to beauty. A successful businessman once told me
that my ministry to him was constantly to remind him of the
needs of the poor and his responsibilities to share his
wealth and do whatever he could to help them, but his min-
istry to me was to remind me that it was okay toenjoy a
good meal and not feel guilty about it. | find it interesting
that Matthew 25 with its memorable lines when Jesus says
in his parable of the Last Judgement about our neglect of
the poor that “inasmuch as you have not done it to one of
the least of these, you have not done it to me.” This is fol-
lowed by Matthew 26 where Jesus says that the woman
who poured that expensive perfume on him has done “a
beautiful thing.” Faithful to the poor, and faithful to beauty.
That is the tension in which | live, and | assume you do too.

l.et me paint the contrast between the Culture Story
and the Gospel Story this way: If the story of money se-
duces us to be self-centered, the story of the Gospel calls
us to be God-centered. If the story of money is to get more
and more, the story of the gospel is to give more and more.
If the story of the culture values things, the story of the
Gospel values people. If the story of the culture is to love
things and use people, the story of the Gospel is to love
people and use things. If the story of money promotes a
radical individualism, the story of the Gospel reminds us
that God calls us o live in community and that we must
share responsibility for one another.

If the story of the culture centers around material
things, the story of the Gospel centers around spiritual val-
ues. If the story of the culture, the story of money, is more
is better, the story of the Gospel is enough is best. If the
Gulture story tempts us to make a fetish of our material
possessions, the Gospel story encourages us to enjoy
tnem as gifts of God, but not to worship them not to center
our lives around them. If the Culture story gives us the
credit for what we have achieved in life, the Gospel story
recognizes that alf that we have is a gift of God's grace. If
the story of money is to give in to that insatiable desire to
buy more and mare, immediate gratification and consump-
tion, the story of the Gospel is to exercise self-discipline
and restraint in material desires.

Indeed throughout the witness of Scripture, there is an
emphasis on restraint and moderation in economic affairs.
The Biblical standard seems to be one of sufficiency. It de-
plores poverty on the one side, but over and over again
warns against the dangers of wealth on the other. This
note of sufficiency, of moderation, is picked up by the au-
thor of proverbs when he or she wrote:



“Give me neither poverty nor wealth,

... but only enough. . .

Feed me with the food that is needful for me,
lest 1 be full, and deny Thee,

and say, “who is the Lord?”

or lest | be poor, and steal,

and profane the name of my God.” (Proverbs 30:8-9)

It is underlined by the Christ when he warns us how
difficult it is for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God,
and when he called the man who always wanted more,
“You fooll” It is confirmed by Paul when he writes to
Timothy about how the “love of money is the root of all
kinds of evil,” (I Timothy 5:10), and that “those who want
to be rich fall into temptaticn and are trapped by many
senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin
and destruction” (| Timothy 5:9). He adds: “If we have food
and clothing, that should be enough for us” (| Timothy 5:8).
Throughout the scripture, the rule of thumb for material
consumption seems to be rather consistently, enough is
best, which of course, stands in sharp contrast to the cul-
tural motto that more is always better. Indeed, all the great
religions of the world have taught that the truly abundant
life is one of self-discipline and a restraint on the desire for
more material things. All of them have contended that a
truly joytul life is often frustrated by unrestrained material
indulgence which deadens the spirit rather than liberates or
enlivens it. Moderation, restraint, self-discipline, enough is
best-those are the keynotes of the story of the Gospel.

But what is encugh? I frankly don't like to ask that
question because | have more than enough. Now that our
three children have left the nest, does our two-person fam-
iy really need two cars? Do we really need to remodel our
kitchen? Do | really need all those clothes in my closet?
What is enough? | rather imagine that each of us would an-
swer that guestion differently, but the outer boundaries are
clear. Real poverty is NOT ENOUGH, for it kills the spirit
and debilitates the body; it brutalizes cell and soul alike.
But unrestrained and opulent cansumption is TOO MUCH.
[t too can kill the spirit and rob us of the meaning of life and
add to the growing problems in the world. | believe that
'toc-muchness’ can diminish the quality of life, just as ‘not-
enoughness' can.

Several years ago, | read an article about a young man
who had worked hard and struck it rich. He became very
successful and wealthy, but found himself working 70-80
hours a week. He woke up one day and discovered that his
hectic schedule was keeping him from doing so many of

the things he valued most of all. He found that whenever
he wasn't working at his job, he spent maintaining all the
things he had, including two cars and two homes. He had
always enjoyed visiting with friends, reading good books,
and listening to classical music but because of his work
schedule and maintaining alf his possessions, he wasn’t
able to spend much time on those things. So he decided
to undertake a rather radical experiment for a year: he
decided to reduce the number of things he owned to 250
things—every sock was one, every dish was one, every
eating utensil, pair of pants, beok, chair, CD and so on.
Each time he bought something new, he had to give away
something he owned, so the number would remain at 250, -
After a year of that self-imposed discipline, he found that
he had actually done all the things he valued and had not
been able tc do before. He had spent more time visited
with friends, he had read more books, he had had more
time listening fo classical music, and his life was much
fuller and richer. And he decided to spend the rest of his life
owning only 250 things. (I suggested that discipline to my
wife, but after going into her closet, she turned me down)
While few of us would chose that radically simplified
fifestyle, | salute those who do, for they witness to the ideal
of Ged's Kingdom and play the same role in regard to con-
sumption and wealth as pacifists do in regard to violence.

But what about the rest of us? If the path of rigorous
and radical self-deniat is not our calling, should we not at
least chose the path of responsible and restrained con-
sumption. | beliéve it's a valid path for those of us who are
not predisposed to asceticism and who find ourselves
heavily committed to a consumption-oriented fifestyle. |
guess in some ways it's a compromise, but | hope a re-
sponsible one. It's a path that tries to deal with the com-
plexities of living in the world as it is and seeks to be re-
sponsible within it. It's more moderate than radical, more
sober than fanatic, more reformist than revelutionary, per-
haps more realistic than ideal. Yes, it can be a cop-out. It
can easily be distorted into a religious baptism of glutton-
ous consumption and lead to the ratification of selfishness,
greed and neglect of the poor. But it can alsc be a valid
Christian response. _

What is this path of responsible consumption? There is
no blueprint for it, of course. But it does mean that at times
we will say no to the temptation to buy things we really
want and can afford, but don't really need. {Claudia and |
were recently tempted fo buy a new set of expensive, shiny
cookware. We've had our current set for almost 40 yeats.
Sure, we could afford it. But do we really need it? Our old
pots and pans were doing just fine, thank you, so we re-




sisted that temptation.) it may mean that before we buy
something rather major that is a luxury, something we really
don’t need, but want—before we buy it, we'll give an equal
amount to programs to help the poor. It means we'll keep
things a little longer rather than replacing them so soon.

It means that we'll walk through the shopping malls and
resist the temptation to buy more and more of what we
need less and less. It means that we'll give more to chari-
table causes including the church. It means that we'll resist
the seduction of material things and the notion that more is
always better. In other words, it means that we will seek
first the Kingdom of God, knowing that all things needful
will be given to us.

A few months ago, the Sunday Charlotie Observer had
a front page story about a businessman, Bruce Parker, who
had made a lot of money under the banner of the culture
money story, but learned the Gospel story from a little boy
in Mexico. Bruce was with his church mission team building
cinderblock houses in a border village south of Texas. On
the final day, his work team hosted a party for the town’s
children. The July afternoon was relentlessly hot and they
quickty ran out of cold drinks. Through the crowd, Bruce
spoited one child sitting alone in a corner, savoring what
was left of his [émonade. When Parker went to say héllo,
the boy looked inside his cup, then offered Bruce a drink.
Sweaty and parched, Bruce took a sip of the cool juice, and
handed the cup back. The boy took a sip, Bruce took a sip.
The lemonade was down 1o one precious sweet-swallow.
Just then, another member of the work team came over fo
take their picture. The boy smiled at this new stranger,
stowly held up the cup and offered him the last sip. | think
that's a parable of the Gospel Story: unselfishness, self-
sacrificial giving, concern for the neighbor, a strong sense
of community, restraint, sufficiency, enough is enough-
those are the themes of the Gospel story.

There you have it. Two stories: one from our culture
and the other from our Gospel. We are pulled by both sto-
ries; aren't we all drawn to both of them? | believe the ten-
sion between these two stories is one of the most critical
dramas in our lives and the critical issue of stewardship.
And 1 find that the first story of consumption and greed and
anxiety and always wanting more—the dominant story of
our culture—has a great hold on my life too. And if we are
not quite deliberate and intentional about resisting it, we fall
into it and forget the other story, and then the baptism real-
ity of our lives receives only scraps and incidentals and the
consequences of such a fall into that cultural story shows
up most clearly in our stewardship.

And so the critical question of stewardship which you
and | must honestly ask ourselves is this: which is the
dominant story in our lives? Which story has the most influ-
ence over me, over my church, over our denomination?
Which story is the controfling one in the way we think about
money and in the way we spend it and the amount we give
to serve others and the cause of Christ? | believe our stew-
ardship is a test of which story has our strongest alle-
giance. And | believe that in recent years the Presbyterian
Church {(U.S.A.) has failed that test. What's the evidence
for that, and what can we do about it? That's the subject of
my third address. :

Stewardship 1l

In my first two addresses | have tried to lay out two different
stories that compete for our allegiance. [n my first address,
| tried to outline the culture story, the money story, the more
is better story, the story of radical individualism and ram-
pant consumerism and consumption. | tried to recognize
the positive results of that story-increased standards of liv-
ing, wealth creation for charities inciuding the church, etc.—
and its negative results in our social health as measured by
such indices as crime rates, divorce rates, single parent
families, child neglect and poverty, etc., and its harmful ef-
fects on individuals caught in the compulsive rat race for
more things. In my second address, | tried to lay outthe
Gospel Story-the sign of which is our baptism. The motto
of that story is enough is best. It is a story of profound grati-
tude for the all that God has given us, a story of community,
of sharing, of giving and self-disciplined restraint in the ac-
cumulation of things. And my central thesis is that the real
test of our stewardship is—which story is the prominent
one in our fives, which story is the governing one in the
way we handle our money?

| believe we need to acknowledge, indeed, to confess
before God that the culture story is gaining increasing alle-
giance in our individual lives and in the Presbyterian

~ Church {U.S.A.). | believe we need to acknowledge that it

is in its attitude toward money that the church is most likely
to conform to the ways of the world rather than to tran-
scend them. In this address | want to give some evidence
of that and to suggest some reasons for it and hint at some
ways for responding to it.



|. Church’s Failure to Address Consumerism

In the first place, ! believe we need to confess our failure to
address the whole issue of rampant consumerism, always
wanting more, the culture story. As you know, Christian
stewardship is not only about what we give to the church
and other charities, but how we handle all our money, how
we use that portion of our income and wealth we don't give
to others.

In a remarkable speech to the February 2002 mesting
of National Celebration of Confessing Churches, Dr. Mark
Achtemeier, professor at the University of Dubugue Theo-
logical Seminary, and a strong supporter of the prohibition
to ordain active gays and lesbians, said the following;

“Brothers and sisters, [ am not going to sugarcoat or
senfimentalize the situation we face today. As | look around
the Presbytetian Church, | see a supposedly Christian insti-
tution where abominations litter the landscape. Everywhere
we furn, there are open and flagrant violations of the clear
teaching of both Old and new Testaments, flaunted before
the church with a brazenness utterly devoid of any sense of
repentance. ,

| refer of course to rampant consumerism and callous
disregard for the poor, We live in a world where some
4,000 children die every day because they lack access to
the medical vaccines we take for granted in the West. Mil-
{ions of our fellow human beings lack the most basic ne-
cessities for proper health and nutrition, And we Presbyteri-
ans fill our driveways with luxury cars and our houses with
expensive gadgets.

| have two cars back home. And | know perfectly well
that in my community there are struggling people, working
poor for whom the lack of reliable personal transportation
is @ major obstacle in their day to day existence. The New
Testament says, “Whoever has two coats must share with
anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do like-
wise.” (Luke 3:10). Do you suppose that applies to automo-
hiles too?

Jesus calls us to a love that puts the needs of our
neighbors on a par with the needs of the self. Do our
churches ever challenge us about our use of possessions
in that light? Sometimes we hear a few words about tithing
when it comes time to raise the budget, But do we ever
hear anything that would raise guestions about the kind of
cars we drive, or the houses we live in, or the uses we
make of our so-called disposable income?

And the tough thing is, for all my pious tatk up here |
cannot tell you that | am going to go home after this confer-

ence and give away one of my cars. it would be just too
inconvenient. . . ., | just can’t do it. 1 can't even want to give
away that second car, much less look at all the other uses |
make of my money. Serious repentance about possessions
is just not within my grasp at this point. It's & good thing
those 4,000 children are far, far away.

Here's a question: If genuine repentance seems so ter-
ribly out of reach in the face of my attachment t6 a second
car, where would | be if | were a gay person, and the de-
mand were to go home after this conference and let go, not
of an inanimate piece of machinery, but of the intimacy that
bound me to a beloved partner with whom I have built a
lite? What would it be like to hear that?

Does it make sense to single out gays and lesbians as
the only ones who have to struggle to live in accordance
with Christ's teaching here? When was the last time you

heard a challenge coming to heterosexuals from the church

that was anywhere near as serious or exacting as the chal-
lenge the church has delivered to homosexuals?

Brothers and sisters, listen to me very carefully. There
is absolutely no coherent way to argue from the Bible that
this particular struggle with sexual orientationris an abomi-
nation, but those other heterosexual problems, or this
whole business of possessions and love of neighbor—well,
those are optional matters open to negotiation.”

[ am not here to argue for the ordination of gays and -
lesbians. That issue has been settled by our church, and |
hope settled for some time. But Mark Achtemeier is right:
we are so quick to condemn the sins of our gay brothers
and sisters, but so slow to condemn the rampant consum-
erism and always-wanting-more attitude that is my sin and
too much lodged in my heart and perhaps yours too. In the
same list of sins in the first chapter of Romans in which
Paut refers to what some consider homosexuality, he also
lists greed—which the dictionary defines as an inordinate
desite for more—and envy and faithlessness, and heait-
lessness— my sins and perhaps yours too.

| know those issues are hard to address, partly be-
cause we are all guilty to one degree or another, and they
make us all uncomfortable and squirm. | also know that
there are no easy answers to the issues | raise. But faithful-
ness to Christ means for me that | live in an uncomfortable
tension about those issues. A tension created by the Gos-
pel story and my baptism. And that tension, that dis-ease,
always tempts me to forget the Gospel story and ignore
those parts of the Bible [ don't like, that make me so un-
comfortable. But faithfulness to Christ for me means | have




to live with that tension and make hard decisions within it.
And the only way | can hang in there, the only way | am -
free to live and struggle with that tension is by remember-
ing another part of that Gospel Story—the grace of God
and the forgiveness of our sins. Thanks be o God!

Il. The Church’s Failure to Give

The second piece of evidence the culture story is winning
the battle for the soul of the church is our failure to give
generously of our money to the cause of Christ. Yes, Chris-
tian stewardship includes the use of all our possessions
(how we manage all that God has given us}, but it certainly
includes how much of our income and wealth we give to
the cause of Christ around the world.

Make no mistake about it, we are a very wealthy
church. Two years ago, we Presbyterians passed the Epis-
copal church in per household income. We are now the
wealthiest denomination in terms of pet household income
in the country. Our average household income is now more
than $60,000 per year. To whom much is given will much
be required.

Yes, the giving of individuals in our church has centin-
ued to climb, staying slightly ahead of inflation. In 1969, the
average gift per member in the two former Presbyterian
denominations was about $125 per year. Adjusted for infla-
tion, that would equal about $600 in 1999. Actual giving in
2002 was $875 per membet, so we are doing better than
just keeping up with inflation.

But we are not keeping up with rising levels of income.
Research has shown that the giving rate of Presbyterians
to their church as percentage of income was right at 3.3%
in the depth of the depression in the early 30’s and re-
mained in the 2.5% range into the 70's, but since then has
fallen faster and faster, so that it now is just over 2% of in-
come. Can you believe it? Our standard of living has in-
creased probably 200-300% since the depression in the
early 30's, but the percentage of our income we give to the
church has seriously decreased. This matches the experi-
ence of most church-based and other charitable funds. And
even today, the percentage of income given away at higher
fevels of income is less than that given by lower income
families. In other words, the wealthy give a lower percent-
age of their income to charity than those in the middle and
lower income categories.

As you know, if you read our church’s publications, last
year we had to lay off 66 people at our Louisville office as
part of a $4-million cutback to balance the 2003 budget.

And now we are trying to cut back the 2004 mission budget
by another $5 million. It's the result of fewer bequests and
annuities, a decline in investment income, a declining
membership, more money staying at the local congrega-
tional and presbytery level, and several other factors. It
means, of course, that our Worldwide Ministries program is
being reduced, together with most other programs. My own
presbytery—Charlotte Presbytery—gave only $180,000 in
General Assembly Mission Support in 2002 which was half
of what they had budgeted to give. I think that is a tragedy
and an indictment on all of us.

| know that other mainline denominations are also ex-
periencing such reductions. According to a recent issue of
The Christian Century, the Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod has reduced its national staff by 48 people, with
more than half of them from its missionary force and
trimmed its budget by $10 million. The United Methodist
Church is reducing its missionary force by 53 people as
part of a $7.5 million reduction. The Episcopal Church is
trimming $10 million from its budget. The list goes on.

| know times are hard: the stock market has tanked
and may well remain down; more people are unemployed,
the economy is sluggish at best, and health care costs
have escalated. People are worried about the impact of an
impending war on the economy, and people are worried
about their own economic future. | remember reading
somewhere a quote that has stuck with me for many years:
“It is in the crucible of scarcity that what we are and what
we believe are most clearly revealed.” | believe that's true.
Of course, few if any of us in the Presbyterian church can
claim real scarcity living in America. But there are folks who
feel it much more today than back in the 90's when the
market was going out of sight and the economy was hum-
ming along.

Now, why has our giving to the church as measured by
percentage of income been diminishing? Contrary to what
you may imagine, research shows that feelings of alien-
ation from denominational leadership or from denomina-
tional moral teachings are not important factors in influenc-
ing levels of giving. | have always assumed that when
people are upset with their church, when they feel alien-
ated from their denominational leadership, or turned off by
soclal positions of the church, their level of giving declines.
Of course, that is irue for some, but research indicates that
such is not the case for most people.

So why, then, has our giving as a percentage of in-
come declined? There are many reasons, let me mention
a few:




1. Our Failure to Communicate the Gospel Story and
the Mission of the Church in an engaging way.

In the first place, | wonder whether part of the reason for
that decline in percentage of income being given fo the
church is because we have failed to effectively communi-
cate the Gospel Story in an engaging and winsome way.
We have simply failed to impress upon our people that we
are stewards of what God has given us; we have failed to
remind our people that to whom much is given, much is re-
quired; we have failed to help people experience the joy of
giving; we have failed to move them with God’s great gift to
us in Jesus Christ and to give because He first gave to us.
We have failed to show them that giving is one very tan-
gible way to express our gratitude to God for alt God has
given to us, and to demonstrate our primary allegiance fo
the Gospel Story over the Culture Story and our new iden-
tity as baptized children of God. Preachers simply haven't
communicated the fuilness of the Gospel Story. Our people
hear the Culture Story of more, every day from every side;
we need to do a better job of communicating the Gospel
Story in an engaging way.

Shertly after our son, Mark, became an attorney, he
said to me that he never needed the church more than he
needed it now. | asked him why. He said that it was the only
time in his week that reminded him that life does not con-
sist in the abundance of things, that life was more than
making mare money and buying more things, the only time
when he was reminded of the Gospel Story-the story he
knows is the true one—that stands over against the Culture
Story that he hears over and over again every day. Yes, we
only have one hour a week to remind people of the Gospel
Story, while television has 24 hours a day to teil the Culture
Story. It's an incredible challenge, the odds are against us,
but we need to do a better job, the best we can do, to com-
municate the Gospel Story in an engaging way. After all,
ours is the best story, the only true one.

But we have also failed to challenge our people to give
to the church’s mission. Sylvia and John Ronsvalle, re-
searchers in stewardship trends, recently said that giving to
mission outside the congregation hit an all time low in
2000. That suggests, according to them, that “churches are
not transforming people but rather servicing them. People
are concerned about keeping the lights on and the staff
paid af their churches, both of which are valid needs. But
those activities ought to be the platform from which to
reach out to a hurting wotld as Christians practice their refi-

gion.”  agree. And | am inclined fo believe that the most
critical component in levels of giving is the degree of pas-
sion and excitement we have for our mission, and | wonder
whether we have lost our passion.

Many of us pastors shaped our ecclesiology {our un-
derstanding of the church) around the model of the setvant
church, around mission, around the church reaching out to
those in greatest need: the hungry, the homeless, those
who hurt, those who hunger for the gospel of God's love in-
Christ, We believed, as one theologian put it, that “the
church exists by mission as fire exists by burning.” Without
a mission to the crying needs of the world God loves, there
is no church. For many of us in local parishes, the mission
budget, the benevolence budget received our focus and
priority. We fought to increase it every year.

But what has happened? Data indicates that in our de-
nomination, per-capita giving to mission declined from .8%
of per member income 1o .6% of income in the past 25
years. How do you explain that but as a tragic faiture to in-
spire people fo give to our mission. And of course, at the
same time mission funding is decreasing, the needs of
people in our society and around the world are increasing.
Some have told me that we don’t suppott our denomin-
ation’s mission programs anymore because other agencies
and para-church groups are doing it. Buf that falsely as-
sumes that now all the desperate needs are being met, Of
course, that's absurd. Children are dying around the world
at record numbers. Hunger and poverty are growing in
many parts of the world, One out of six children in our
country live below the poverty line; we have more child
poverty in the United States than any industrial country in
the world, three times the average. The crying needs oi the
world have escalated at the same time our commitment
and giving to missions has declined. | think that's tragic.

In the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 91% of a congre-
gation's income stays at the local church. Basic mission
support to the General Assembly is down over 10% since
1993 and continues to drop. Does that mean that our con-
gregations have bought into the culture story—more for us,
but less for others, less for mission? Of course, there is im-
portant mission to do in your own communities, but there
are many things we can do better at home and around the
world by doing them together. A few years ago, researchers
reported that if the pattern of the past 24 years continues
uninterrupted, congregations may be directing none of
member giving beyond their own operations in 2048, If that
happens, the church will cease to be the church.

Every moderator has the privilege of traveling around
the church and seeing all it is doing in our country and




around the world, and it is truly inspiring! | wish each of you
could be mederator of the General Assembly for a year.
One of my grealest regrets as a pastor is that | did not
keep my congregation informed about all the great things
our denomination is doing around the world. How many

of your people know that we support about 370 long-term
missionaries in 75 countries around the world, that we are
related to 417 educational institutions, that we have given
over 2,000 scholarships to leaders of our partner churches
for their education, that we are related fo 118 hospitals

and clinics in 36 countries and treated over 3 million people
last year; that in a recent year we gave over $3.3 million
for disaster relief in 25 states and 40 countries, that we
gave almost $3 million to relieve hunger, that we Presbyte-
rians build more Habitat for Humanity houses than any
other denomination per capita? Put that kind of information
in your bulletins every week, reminding people of all we are
doing for the sake of Jesus Christ. Its good stewardship
education. _

It frankly concerns me when | hear pastors giving more
priority to their own salary increases than to the mission of
the church. It concerns me that some well established con-
gregations pay their pastor more than they give to benevo-
lences. To be sure, many pastors need to be paid more, but
| also believe some pastors are paid too much. | have
always advocated not only a minimum salary for pastors,
but also a maximum established by presbyteries. It would
be a powerful witness that we pastors have not been se-
duced by the culture story, that we are counter-cuitural, that
we ate resident aliens, marching to the beat of a different
drummer than the culture around us.

Yes, part of the reason giving as a percentage of in-
come has declined is our failure to communicate the Gos-
pel story and the mission of the church in a compelling and
engaging manner.

2. Failure to Preach and Talk about Money

The second reason why the culture story is winning, why
giving to the church is declining as a percentage of income
is because we pastors have failed to preach and talk about
money. Bob Lynn, Director of the Lilly Endowment, claims
that ministers today are more reluctant to talk about money
than virtually anything else, including sex!

Perhaps we pastors need to begin by getting in touch
with our own attitudes about money, identifying our own
fears and vulnerabilities and discomforts that inhibit us. |
wonder whether our reticence to talk about money is partly

due to our secret awareness that in this area—far more than
most-we too fall short of what God calls us to be and to do.
And thus, we'd rather not think or talk about it.

And vet, our members need help in dealing with this
critical aspect of their lives. As you know, it is one of the
most prevalent causes of marital contlict and divorce,
People worry about money more than virtually anything
else, a sign they have bought into the cutture story. Their
attitudes about money and their use of it have deep
spiritual implications, and yet we pastors often remain
silent, All sorts of resources are available, | recently read
Laura Dunham's book, Graceful Living: Your Faith, Values
and Money in Changing Times- a good, practical guide
to help individuals and congregations come to grips with
these issues.

Besides, if we are faithful to the Bible, we must preach
and speak about it. As you well know, Jesus had more to
say about money and material possessions than virtually
anything else. [t is the second most addressed subject in
the entire Bibie. Money mattered to Jesus, to Paul, and to
the prophets, and it ought to matter to the church. But
many preachers avoid it fike the plague, or preach one or
two soft, innocuous sermons on stewardship each year. |
believe such silence reflects our failure to be faithful o the
Bible and to the urgent needs of our people.

Research clearly shows that those churches that keep
challenging people with the Biblical standard of the tithe
have much higher levels of giving than those who neglect
it. But when was the last time you heard (or preached) a
sermon on tithing? Is it more difficult for people o tithe to-
day than it was 70 years ago during the depression or in
Biblical times?

Furthermore, | believe most pastors need to give
a much greater priority to stewardship education and
promation, not just during stewardship season, but
throughout the year. We need to tell our people about the
great mission of our church and all the great things we

are doing together around the world. Too often, all our
people hear is all what's wrong with the church and know
very little about the many positive things we are doing.
Research has pointed out that communication is an impor-
tant aspect of effective stewardship.

3. The Church’s Failure to Ask for Money

In the third place, | believe one of the principal reasons for
our decline in giving as a percentage of income is that we
simply have not asked for money. It bothers me when |
hear of churches, usually small ones, where the pastor



never challenges his or her people to give generously to
the church even during stewardship season. It also bothers
me when pastors fence off their congregations from any
outside appeals—Iike the $40-million Mission Initiative we
are now.embarking upon. Other groups-universities and
colleges, arts councils, hospitals, public radio and televi-
sion stations, and whole gamut of others—are asking our
members for money; why don't pastors allow seminaries
and denominationaf appeals to be made?

Someone once said that the best advice he had ever
received regarding stewardship was this: The secret to
increased funding is the AFI method-Ask for [t} And I think
he is right. It is obvious that there is much greater competi-
tion for the charitable dollar today due to the proliferation of
non-profit organizations, and | believe that competition will
only increase in the future. Your mailbox is filled with ap-
peals and so is mine, and if we fail to ask our people to
share their resources with the church, we will fail in our re-
sponsibilities as leaders of the church,

Some of you have heard me shatre the story of the time
when | learned that asking pecple for money was part of
my job as pastor of Covenant Church in Charlotte. A very
wealthy man, Jimmy Harris, was on the search committee
that called me to Covenant. Shortly after [ arrived, | was
asked to invite him fo a dinner for a presentation of a finan-
cial campaign not directly refated to the church. | hesitated
since | was so new in town, but finally agreed and he
accepted my invitation. On the way home from the dinner,
| asked him—as | had been encouraged to do—if he would
consider a leadership gift in six figures. He thanked me for
the evening and the next week | received his check and a
nice note. A few months later, another group asked me ask
him to another campaign dinner and a leadership gift.
Again, | hesitated, but finally agreed. On the way home that
evening after the dinner, [ shared with him my sense of
being so very uncomfortable about asking him for another
leadership gift shortly after he had been so generous with
the first campaign. 1 will never forget that moment: He put

his arm on my shoulder and said, “Doug, never feel uncom-

fortable asking me or anyone else to contribute money for
a worthy cause. That is part of your job as our pastor!” Yes,
| believe that is part of cur job, and | alsc believe some
people are just waiting to be asked.

As a seminary president, | spent a lot of time asking
people for money. [ was often asked, “Don't you get tired of
asking people for money?" My response was, “no, | don',
because | deeply believe that what we are doing at Colum-
bia is one of the most important things in the world-training
future leaders for the church-and | believe | am giving

people one of the greatest joys in the world in asking them
to support something so important. Don Shriver, President
Emeritus of Union Seminary in New York, wrote: “Remem-
ber when you ask for money, you are offering donors a
privilege. You are offering them a chance to become pait of
something bigger than themseives, something more than
their money can buy.” | am convinced he is right. If you
believe that the mission of the church is the most important
thing in the world, then ask them to support it. | believe you
are doing them a favor; you are offering them a privilege;
you are giving them the opportunity to experience a joy that
all the stuff we buy in the Cutture Story cannot even begin
to touch.

Yes, | believe stewardship~how we handle our money
and how much of our income and accumulated assets we
give to others—is the critical test of whether the Culture
Story or the Gospel story is the controlling narrative in our
lives, God calls each of us and all who claim the name of
Christ to intentionally stake our lives sofidly in the Gospel
Story, for we know at the deepest level within us that it is
the only true story, the one that leads to the abundant life.

Doug Oldenburg is president emetitus of
Columbia Theological Seminary and was moaerator
of the 210th General Assembly.




Competing Claims

Matthew 22:15-22
Rev. Whit Malone

he writer of Psalm 24 sings out: “The earth is
I the Lord’s and all that is in if, the world and those
who live in it.” Would you say that with me?
“THE EARTH IS THE LORD’'5 AND ALL THAT IS
INIT...” (repeat)
“THE WORLD AND THOSE WHO LIVE INIT.”
{repeat)

Very good! Now, remember that. We'll come back to
it later.

The Gospel writer Matthew tells us that Jesus is
confronted one day by some of his Jewish detrac-
tors. They ask him whether it is lawful to pay taxes
to the emperor or not. Jesus recognizes immediately
that this is a trick question, designed to entrap him.
If he says, “No, it is not lawful,” the Romans will
consider him a political agitator and have him
arrested. If he says, “Yes, it is lawful,” he will quick-
ly lose credibility with the Jewish religious right
who despise paying taxes to a Gentile oppressor,
particularly one who claims to be a god.

As he had with other trick questions, Jesus clev~
erly avoids the snare. He asks them for a coin.
When they produce it, he asks them whose image is
on it. And when they answer, “the emperor’s,” he
says, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that
are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are
God’s.”

Now, forgetting for a moment that these detrac-
tors were out to trick Jesus, you've got to give them
credit. They ask a very important question. Though
the immediate issue was a head tax, what they real-
ly want is for Jesus to decide between competing
claims. They want to know what to do with the
competing claims of their earthly ruler, Caesar, and
their heavenly ruler, God. In other words, they want
Jesus to tell them how to handle the many, many
demands on their allegiance.

My hunch is we’d like the same...because one of
the most difficult things about being a Christian in
this day and age is the challenge of managing so
many competing claims. We live in tension over
how much time and energy to give to our work and
how much to give to our families; over how much
to devote to our friends and how much commit to
volunteer, civic and church work; over how much to
do for others and how much to do just for us; and
of course, this time of year, over how much money
to give away and how much to keep for ourselves.

Trouble is Jesus doesn’t resolve it. The Pharisees
and Herodians want him to draw clear bound-
aries—the part belonging to the emperor and the
part belonging to God. It sure would make it easier
on us if he would just tell us what belongs to our
family and what belongs to our boss and what
belongs to our community and what part we can
just keep for ourselves.

But he didn’t do that then. He can't do that now.
Why? Because it all belongs to God. Remember our
memory verse? “The earth is the Lord's and all that is
i it; the world and those who Iive in it.” It's all
God’s...and what Jesus is trying to say is that every
decision, every priority, every competing claim
must be looked at in this context. In other words,

~ what he’s trying fo say is that when you make deci-

sions about how to use your time, remember who
created you and gives you time. When you set pri-
orities for how to use your talents, remember where
they came from. And when you allocate your finan-
cial resources and spend your money, remember to
whom it ultimately belongs.

Well, it’s in this context that I want to talk with
you this morning about money, and particularly
about the money you give to this church. This is not
a comfortable subject for many of us, I realize that.
But I also realize that if we are to follow Jesus” here,
we must know it's important. The only other sub-
ject Jesus talked more about in the gospels than
money is the kingdom of God. Ie talks about
money five times as often as he does about prayer.
It's important.

I'm going to talk about myself some this morn-
ing...I hope that doesn’t offend any of you. I could
talk about other folks...tell you some of the stories
of good and generous stewards that I've collected
over the years. But this morning I've decided to
share some things about me and my relationship to
money...about my particular stewardship
journey...about how much Kris and I give to this



church...and finally, about why we give to this
church. I don’t do this so you'll feel sorry for me...or
envy me...or look up to me as some kind of exam-
ple. I simply share some of my story in hopes that
you'll hear some gospel in it.

The first thing I need to say is that I probably
like money as much as the next person. I like the
security I feel when I have enough money. I don't
like the insecurity I feel when I don’t. Though I
have always tried to live a relatively simple
lifestyle, I like the freedom money gives me to buy
the things I want to buy and do the things I want to
do...even if I choose not to buy and do them.

I remember precisely when, in my career, I went
from living paycheck to paycheck to having a little to
spare each month. I remember precisely when Ino
longer had te ask the financial secretary of the church
to slip me my check early so I could cover the checks
I'd written. I remember precisely when I was able
not only to pay the bills, but start a 403-b account.
And Tremember most of all, how good it felt.

Bottom line? A feeling of great security and free-
dom came my way that year...something money
obviously provided for me...and I liked it. Though
I'm not particularly proud of it, and often feel guilty
about it, the truth is I like money as much as the
next person. -

But being a person of faith, I also have a need to
feel good about what I do with my money, and par-
ticularly about what I give away. My love of money
and the security and freedom it brings me is always
competing inside me with my desire to do the right
thing when it comes being generous with what I've
been given. So it was during that same year I really
began to think more seriously about my financial
responsibility to the church. Prior to that, there just
didn’t seem to be enough money to give. Working
three jobs; as a pastor, chaplain and handyman; my
family was still going into debt. I rationalized my
minimal giving to the church by telling myself I was
working very hard for a church that was paying me
very little money. But once I got to the place where
there seemed to be enough, I started to pledge.

At first, my pledge was small...very small, I
don’t remember exactly, but it was probably some-
where around two percent of my income. And
because at the time I didn’t trust myself to set the
money aside, I asked the financial secretary to take
it out of my check so I'd never see it. And that
helped...it helped to get me started. And from there
my goal has been simply to increase the percentage
of my income given to the church each year.

By the way, this is how Kris and I figure our
pledge. We add what I make in salary and housing
allowance to what she makes in her part-time job,
and then we apply whatever percentage we've
decided on. Starting about a dozen years ago at two
percent, right now we give eight percent of our

~ before-tax income to this church. We probably give

another one percent away to other recipients.
Though we're giving more than we ever have, we're

still not where we want to be. Our minimum goal is

the Biblical tithe, or a minimum of ten percent.

I've heard discussion over the years about
whether you should use a before-tax or after-tax
figure when computing one’s pledge. We use
before-tax income...but others calculate after-taxes.
Some also ask about including the value of fringe
benefits as income. When figuring our pledge we
do not count our medical and pension benefits, but
I know others who do.

What I want you to remember is that, other than
the Biblical tithe and the figure of ten percent,
which according to the scriptures truly is meant to
be a minimum (what is expected), there is no for-
mula. In today’s story, Jesus didn’t give the
Pharisees and Herodians any set formula to resolve
their competing claims...and neither does he give us
one. The point is to start somewhere. Sit down and
honestly figure out what percentage of your money
you are devoting to God and the church. And then
simply commit to increasing it..little by little if
you're like me and that’s the only way you can do -
it. Commit to making financial stewardship a priori-
ty in your life. |

Now, having said that, I want now to take a |
couple of minutes to have a little family chat...to
talk with you about us and the way we give in this
congregation. You've heard me often describe this
congregation as one which likes to be together,
which cares for each other in times of crisis, one
which makes reaching out in mission a priority. But
you've never heard me talk about the way we give
our money. I want to do that today.

First, it may surprise you to know that we do
not receive any extraordinarily large pledges in this
church; and by that I mean pledges of over $10,000
a year. Compared to some other churches I've been
in who may have a handful of very wealthy ‘go-to’
persons, Springdale does not have folks who have
stepped forward with extraordinarily large pledges.

But we are like other churches in that a small
part of the congregation gives a large part of our
budget...a minority of our congregations funds the













