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As Dave Heaton told you earlier, this month of November is our annual “pledge 
drive,” such as it is.  We do this every year without a great deal of fanfare or 
pressure.  As in past years, you will hear messages from some of your friends for 
the next three Sundays.  You will receive two letters, and a pledge card, which we 
ask you to return in the next three weeks.  No one will call you or try to visit you, 
and you will not be inundated with requests and reminders.  We are not big on 
guilt.  What we hope is that this will be an annual opportunity to seriously and 
prayerfully engage the question of your stewardship. 

In the few weeks leading up to making your commitments, I generally preach one 
sermon on the subject of the holy task we are asking you to undertake.  And if you 
have not already guessed, this is the one.  I would like to spend some time this 
morning talking with you about our shared calling to be good stewards of what 
God has given us.   

Our readings this morning might not have seemed like the standard “pledge 
season” fare, with the exception of Deuteronomy, but everything you heard 
Lorraine read this morning does in fact have something important to say about the 
spiritual practice of giving, or rather, giving back, to God.   

I think it’s safe to say that some people approach church conversations about 
money generally, and this time of year particularly, with a hint of trepidation.  
Maybe you can honestly say that you’ve never even thought the question, “Why is 
the pastor always talking about money,” but the attitude is out there.  How could it 
not be?  The fact of the matter is that as humans, our relationship with money is 
always bound up with a whole host of complex issues involving not just personal 
needs, but values, self-worth, motivation, and even personal identity.  Any 
meaningful conversation about our stewardship of money needs to at least 
acknowledge that our relationship with our money is complicated. 

Of course, we might level the same complaint against Jesus that they do against 
pastors – that he’s always talking about money.  If you are a regular in worship, 
you’ve heard me say on multiple occasions when Jesus was teaching a lesson 
about money that I didn’t think he was really talking about money.  I don’t ever say 
that as a way of letting us duck the hard things Jesus asks us to do, or to kind of 
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“let us off the hook;” stewardship-wise.  But I do believe that often when Jesus 
spoke about the use of money, he was really using money as a proxy for all the 
baggage that we have to get in its proper place in our lives if we are to live in right 
relationship with God and with each other.  Having said that, I also believe that 
sometimes when Jesus talked about money, he was really talking about money.  
Jesus didn’t avoid the subject, and neither should we. 

I have a favorite way of looking at the reason why we should be in almost constant 
dialog about our giving.  It involves going to the doctor.  If the doctor pokes you in 
the side, and it hurts, you want the doctor to investigate why.  You don’t expect 
your doctor to say, “Well, you have a shooting pain in your shoulder, so let’s talk 
about your ankle instead.”  And, in the same way, if I say “stewardship,” and it 
hurts, we should find out why.  The doctor is not doing his job by avoiding 
conversations about things that are painful, or anxiety-producing.  I’m not doing my 
job if I avoid them, either.  Our candid reflection and dialog about how we use our 
resources can make us well – they can enable and ennoble us.  Avoiding the 
subject just forecloses our ever truly understanding how God intends that we live 
as both people of abundance, and people of integrity. 

One of the ways we start to live this way is by being people of gratitude.  That’s 
what our reading from Deuteronomy is about.  The Israelites are about to move 
into a bountiful new land. Moses is warning them not to forget that it is God who 
brought them there.  Moses in his wisdom knows that it can be in the successful 
times that we are most susceptible to the human tendency to believe that our hard 
work, our talent, and our brains have gotten us what we have.  But it is God who is 
the sole parent of their, and our, success.  

Moses is reminding the Israelites to be grateful always.  And gratitude is a positive 
thing.  Gratitude can generate hospitality. It can nourish love, foster humility, and 
fertilize the bonds of community. Gratitude is very, very important, so it might 
surprise you if I say that gratitude is not what Christian stewardship, or our annual 
pledge campaign, is all about.  Gratitude is a start, but it is only a start.   

You see, gratitude is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for the birth of 
generosity.  By that I mean that I believe that all truly generous people are also 
grateful people.  But I would also venture to say that the world is full of people who 
are overflowing with thankfulness for the good fortunes of life, particularly when 
they consider the plight of most of the world’s people.  But for a majority of them, 
gratitude has never been translated into a call to action.  Thankfulness has never 
been galvanized into a personal need to make a positive difference. 

So, if our gratitude is not what makes us generous, what is?  Paul gives us a clue 
to the answer in today’s reading from 1 Thessalonians.  Paul says, “And we also 
thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you 
heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the 
word of God, which is at work in you who believe.” (1 Thessalonians 2:13) Paul’s 
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point is that when we accept the word of God, something else happens.  It goes to 
work in our lives. 

At least, it should.  You all remember that Jesus commanded us to “make 
disciples.”  Many people take this as just a command that we evangelize.  You’ve 
heard me say many times that I do think Jesus was commanding us to bring 
others to God by our witness, but I think Jesus’ command also had a much more 
personal focus.  Jesus was telling us to let the word of God do its work in our lives 
– to make disciples of our selves first.  The only way we can be credible in our 
witness, or effective in our outreach to others, is to have done some work 
ourselves first.  The only way we can be people who change lives is first to be 
people with changed lives. 

Discipleship is about growing.  It’s about becoming.  The way of discipleship – the 
way of the cross – is one of continually dying to old ways of being, and of rising 
again to new life that is more in harmony with the will of the God who loved us into 
existence.  And the practice of all of the constituent parts of a life of discipleship: 
worship, prayer, witness, service, hospitality, and giving, can be aptly compared to 
a person who is paddling a canoe upstream in a river.  There is no such thing as 
standing still.  If we are not moving ahead, we are moving backward.  If we are not 
intentional about growing as disciples, then we are withering. 

Jesus told the rich young man that he needed to sell all he had, and give the 
money to the poor.  Jesus’ instruction was out of concern for the spiritual health of 
the rich young man.  He knew that this was how this particular young man needed 
to grow.  Although we know that Jesus had compassion for the poor, Jesus didn’t 
say it because the poor needed the money.   

Similarly, although we will talk about bills and budgets and shortfalls as part of this 
process, the fact that our church needs money to operate is not the reason you 
should make a financial commitment for 2020.  It may surprise you to hear me say 
that.  But what we call Christian stewardship is not based on anyone’s need to get.  
It is based on our own need to grow, specifically in the spiritual practice of giving.  
And the reason is very simple.  Giving is what we were made for.   All we are and 
have is a gift from the God who created us in His image, and who delights in giving 
us all good things.  Christian stewardship is generosity of spirit rooted in the 
generosity of God. 

The point of asking people to pledge support to our church once a year is to 
encourage each of us to grow by investing ourselves in the process of prioritizing 
our lives.  That’s really what every one of Jesus’ lessons about money were 
saying.  The point is to stop thinking about giving like we are fulfilling some 
externally-imposed responsibility or paying our dues. The point is to begin to think 
of giving as a seamless part of being a people who have opened themselves to 
the work of God’s word in their lives. 
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Whatever you do or do not decide to give to the church is really incidental to what 
this whole process is intended to accomplish.  Gifts that are relatively huge, or 
relatively small, are equally honest responses – if they have come out of the 
serious, intimate, and prayerful engagement with God to which we are called. 

There is one more insight from today’s readings that I want to share.  In our gospel 
lesson, Jesus is confronted by some Sadducees with a trick question.  Now, we 
don’t hear much about the Sadducees.  They were a sect of Judaism I don’t know 
much about, but one thing we do know is what Luke tells us, that they did not 
believe in the resurrection of the dead.  Today, they pose a convoluted scenario to 
Jesus about a woman who has had seven husbands who have all died.  Now, they 
ask, when she dies, whose wife will she be in heaven?   

Jesus responds very simply that the question has no meaning.  Our God is not the 
God of the dead, but of the living.  Jesus refuses to be drawn into their 
hypothetical distractions.  His answer brings them right back to the heart of faith.  I 
can almost hear the exasperation in Jesus’ voice: “Why are you bothering me with 
things that are of no importance?  God has heaven under control. Our God is 
about how we are living now.  Our God is about changing lives now.  That’s what 
you need to be about, too.” 

As we each approach the question of pledging and look ahead to 2020, we can 
choose what’s important to us.  Our goal can be to pay the electric bill.  We can be 
the church that worries about balancing its budget.  Or we can just follow Jesus’ 
advice to the Sadducees, and be the church where lives are changing.  Maybe 
starting with our own. 

 

 


