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Giving: A Spiritual Concern
Gen. 1:26-31, 2 Corinth 8:1-5, Mark 12:41-44

Stewardship message prior to Consecration Sunday  

October 2nd, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


This fall we are involved with a special stewardship emphasis called “New Consecration Sunday”  It was my pleasure to be the guest leader at Elim Lutheran in Ogden for their special day last Sunday, and next week Pastor DanaLee Simon will be with us.  It’s going to be a great day as we worship together as one church at 10:00AM, bring our commitments before the Lord, and enjoy a catered brunch together.   

When I first began in the ministry, speaking about financial giving was a pretty uncomfortable thing to do.  After all, money is a very private matter.  Suggesting to people to take a look at their bank statements and other resources and ask what portion they are giving to the Lord,  seemed like an invitation for trouble and the guarantee of a short stay in that parish.    


But over the years I’ve learned some things that have helped me see the  importance of speaking about giving.  The Bible does not shy away from the subject.  There are 371 verses that teach about prayer.  There are 2350 verses that speak in some way about finances.  Throughout the Bible, there were many great leaders who raised money.  King David asked leaders for money to begin building the temple.  Paul was involved in receiving offerings for Christians who were in need in Jerusalem.  Jesus was provided for by the gifts of Mary Magdelene, Joanna, and Susanna.  If the scriptures speak so openly about giving, then it seems it is my responsibility as a pastor to speak about giving as well.


Back in Minnesota, where they have a state lottery, I’d often hear parishioners joke about what they’d do for the church if they won the lottery.  And I must admit, the thought of having someone pay off the church’s debt and fund the annual operating budget sounded pretty good.  I wouldn’t have to worry about church finances or a stewardship message ever again.  But as I think about it, that’s not true.  I would still have to speak about stewardship, even if all the current expenses were covered.  Because at heart, giving is a spiritual concern.  Yes, the church uses the offerings received to carry out its ministry.  But that’s not primarily why we give.  To live the abundant life God wants us to live, we need to give, whether or not the church needs money.   


Why is giving a spiritual matter?  Let me suggest three things.  First of all, we were created to give.  It’s part of our human DNA, if you will.  The first lesson today was from Genesis 1.  When God created man and woman, the Bible says He created them in the image of God.  What makes up this image of God?  We could probably list several things such as love, grace,  and holiness, but certainly at the heart of God is giving.  God is a giver.  God gives us life.  God gives us family and friends.  God gives us food and drink.  God gives us health.  God gives us mountains and trees and lakes and streams.  And when the time had fully come, God gave the greatest gift of all, His own son to redeem us and make possible a new relationship with God.

If we are created in God’s image, then we, too, are created to give.  To be all God desires us to be, to know the fullness of life God intends for us, we are to be giving people.


There was a potter who needed a pitcher for the milk she poured over her cereal every morning.  So she calculated the necessary dimensions to make a pint sized pitcher.


She went to the studio, chose the clay, and sat at her wheel.  She made a shape pleasing to her eyes.  She put on a handle shaped to her hand and added a pouring lip, for that was the purpose of the pitcher.


She brushed on a glaze of color that pleased her, fired it, and was well pleased with her results.  She took it home, filled it with milk, put it in the refrigerator, and went to bed.


The next morning, the potter put some cereal in a bowl, opened the refrigerator door, and reached for her new pitcher.  “O no you don’t,” said the pitcher.  “Keep your hands off!”  This startled the potter, not only because pitchers don’t normally talk, but because of this pitcher’s demands.  The potter responded, “I was just going to pour some milk on my cereal.”  


“No you’re not!” replied the pitcher.  “I’m in charge of the milk now.  I’ll use it the way I want to use it.”


“Hmmmmm,” the potter pondered.  “I don’t think you understand.  You see, I created you.  I made you for the purpose of pouring milk.  I provided you with the milk, so that I could pour it out each morning on my cereal.  You were made to pour, not to store!”


The potter looked deeply into the heart of the pitcher and said,  “You’re afraid if you allow me to pour out the milk, you will find yourself empty.  You think that I’ll throw you away and find another pitcher.  But you don’t realize that if you allow me to empty you, I will continue to fill you, over and over again.  If you are willing to be emptied and refilled more often, I will find many other bowls of cereal who are longing to be drowned in the love of your giving.”


“And what if I don’t believe you and just keep the milk I’ve got?” the pitcher asked.


“You are free to make that choice,” the potter said with a sad voice.  “But I will have to set you on the back shelf of the refrigerator.  You can keep your milk.  But after a time, the milk will sour and be of no use.  You will have missed the greatest job for which all pitchers are created - the joy of being poured out!”


I believe God created us to give.  We are made to pour, not to store.  Winston Churchill once said, “We make a living by what we get - but we make a life by what we give.”  He’s right.  To give generously, to use our time, talent, and resources to make a difference for someone else, is what God intends for us.  In giving we are blessed, living as God created us to live.


Giving is also a spiritual matter because it is a concrete way to thank God, the giver of all.  As people of faith, we know all of life is a gift.  We enter the world with nothing, we leave with nothing.  Everything we have in between is gift, and we are the ones who manage it for a time.  As an expression of thanks, we return a portion to God.  When you give a gift in the offering, you are giving back to God what God has first given you.  You are not paying a bill.  You are not meeting an obligation.  You are not paying your monthly dues to the church.  You are returning thanks to God, the Lord and giver of life, and that’s a good and healthy thing to do.  


Giving is finally a spiritual matter because it reminds us of who is first in our lives.  Idolatry is placing your trust in something other than God.  That could be your work, your family, your leisure activities, or your possessions.  In both the Old and New Testaments there are many warnings against idolatry, having other gods.

The best way to keep God first is to be generous in your giving.  It’s a way to demonstrate your priorities.  It’s a way to show that your first commitment is to the Lord.  


 How much should we give?  Well, we each have to determine that for ourselves.  I would encourage you to think about being as generous as you can.  Instead of approaching giving with the question, “What’s the least I can do to help meet the church’s obligations,” approach it with the opposite question, “What’s the most I can give to the Lord through my church.”  That’s what the widow did in the gospel reading.  She only gave a penny, but it was all she had.  She gave the most she could give,  which was a very generous gift.  

The scriptures teach that we are to give a portion back to the Lord.  The amount will vary from person to person, but we are all called to give a portion.  

The principle is not equal amounts, but equal sacrifice by all.   The Biblical benchmark is the tithe, or giving 1/10th of one’s income in offerings.    Years ago, when I first started in ministry, Melissa and I decided we would follow that benchmark, and tithe or exceed the tithe in our giving.  We were young, we didn’t have a lot, and we decided just to do it.  I’m glad we did.  We’ve never looked back and wish we hadn’t.  We raised 3 kids who are now college graduates, and God always blessed us with more than enough.  
I encourage you to consider the tithe.   Maybe some of you can jump in and try it.  Maybe some of you can work towards it.  But more importantly, whatever the portion you are able to give, give joyfully, in gratitude for all that God has given to you.

This year, as you consider  your commitments for 2012, think about your giving as a spiritual matter.  After all, God created you to give.  Giving is a way to  return thanks to God for your many blessings.  And giving keeps God first in your life, right where God should be.  Thank you for the offerings you share and the new commitments you will make next week.  God bless you as you give and carry out Christ’s work in this place.  Amen
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