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Money on the Journey

John 12:1-8

What is one sure way to make your blood pressure rise?  For many in the church, it is attending a service where, like today, money is the theme.  Talking about money makes us uncomfortable.  Most parishioners wish their pastors would ignore the topic.

But money is an integral part of our living.  We can’t function without money--even those times when don’t think about it.  How many of you drove directly from your home to the church today without stopping to spend any money?  (should be a majority of hands raised.)

How many drove in a car?  And how many purchased the car with either money or a loan which you paid back over time (or more likely a combination of the two.)  (should still be a majority of hands.)  It took money to get you to church.

How many of those cars run on gasoline or diesel?  And how many of you paid for the fuel in your tank this morning with cash or a credit card which you will pay off in the future?  It took money to get you to church.

Money is an integral part of our living.  We can’t function without money.  And we can not complete our journey to hope reconsidering how we use our money.

Such consideration is not easy because the role of money in biblical times was so much different than today.  Whereas we cannot exist on a daily basis without money, it was entirely possible for a well off person in biblical times to have little or not money at all.

The land of the Hebrews was a trade cross route between Europe, Asia and Africa.  They were often conquered.  For much of their history, the value that their conquerors extracted was in the form of labor.  They were taken to Egypt and worked for Pharaoh.  Nebuchadnezzar enslaved them in Babylon.  But when the Romans conquered, they extracted a different form of wealth.  They collected taxes.  So money existed to pay taxes to the tax collector--money with Caesar’s picture.  And money existed to pay the temple tax--money without Caesar’s picture.  That helps put Jesus’ teaching in perspective, “Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s and unto God that which is God’s.”
This wealth was collected and managed by the very top echelons of society.  For the vast majority, money played no part in daily life.  Products and skills were bartered; and often by communities rather than individuals.

So when Jesus teaches about money in scripture, it is a very specific lesson for a specific situation.  To the rich young ruler--one of those elite who amassed money--Jesus taught that his devotion to his money was a hindrance to his devotion to God.  Conversely, with the widow’s gift of a small coin to the temple treasury, Jesus teaches that the widow placed God as a top priority in her life.  And let us not forget Jesus clearing the temple court of the money changers--those who, for a fee, exchanged money with Caesar’s image with money the temple would accept.  Jesus was expressing anger with those who, in the name of God, unfairly profit from the worshipping body.

These are specific lessons for specific situations.  And we do learn from them.  But to pull a biblical teaching on finances and try to make a blanket pronouncement for a totally different situation is an abuse of scripture

It is a distortion to take the Levitical law that required Hebrew farmers to leave 10% (a tithe) of their fields unharvested so that the poor might gain food and apply it today saying that Christians should give 10% of their income to the church and then whatever they do with the remaining 90% is OK.  A tithe is a guideline, not a requirement.  But how you use the remaining funds is also a 
question of stewardship.

Likewise, it distorts scripture to take the wisdom literature of the Old Testament--those passages that equate illness and suffering with sin and good heath and ease with righteousness--and create the gospel of prosperity that proclaims the accumulation of wealth today as a sign of our spiritual health.

Wealth and possessions are morally neutral.  Money is neither evil nor good.  But how we use it is.  Living with wealth is neither evil nor good, but how manage your wealth is.  

So your task for the journey is this:  first, look at your checkbook and credit card statement with an eye toward your support of the church and other charities.  Do you give out of a desire to share and budget for it or do you meet your own needs and desires first and give out of what might be left over?  You budget to make your car payment because you cannot live without your car.  You budget to make your rent or mortgage payments because you cannot live without a roof over your head.  Should not you devotion to God rise to the same level of commitment and be included in your budget and not merely an after thought?  When you budget your giving, the church refers to that as “first mile giving.”  You set an amount and treat it as an obligation just like the house payment and the car payment.  When other giving opportunities arise unexpectedly, we call that “second mile giving.”  This is giving that comes from what is left over or, if the situation requires, sacrificing some other opportunity--like forgoing an evening out--to afford to make a second mile gift.

Your next task is to look at the way you spend money and where you spend money.  Are there spiritual implications there?  Money on the journey is more than just budgeting your giving.  Stewardship requires that you look at how you spend on other items.  It may be important to know how the products you purchase are made and what they contain.  This can be as simple as deciding to buy phosphorous free dishwasher soap to help save our waterways or as complicated as finding out if Vietnamese laborers who sew together our athletic  shoes are paid a fair wage within their society.

Finally, look at the specific task you outlined for your Lenten journey to hope.  How does your use of money impact.  How can changes in your use of money help you?  If you task is inwardly directed, how can your money help you create the space you need for your contemplation.  Do you need a book to read?  Music to help you relax?    If your task is outwardly directed, how can money help you improve your relationships with others.  Do you need to pick up the tab for coffee or lunch?  Can you afford a day without pay to work on a mission project?

So we have three tasks for this week‘s leg of the journey to hope:  (1)  Look at your checkbook and credit cards.  Do you budget for regular giving?  If you don’t, begin now.  (2)  Ask yourself if you be concerned about the other items in your budget.  Are you expenditures consistent with you faith?  (3)  Look at the specific area you choose to focus on this Lent.  Do you need to spend some money to finish your work?

The Lenten journey is not a journey to poverty.  There are riches to be savored along the way but we must learn to be proper stewards.  


