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The covers of some of my books are falling apart.  
 One cover fell off this week  
  when I pulled the book off the shelf  
   to find a piece of liturgy I wanted for the bulletin. 
    I had to hand the book to Sherry in three pieces. 
My primary bible, an Oxford annotated edition of the NRSV, 
 has rips in the leather in ten places. 
  Ten if you only count the actual rips  
   and not the tiny pock mark beginnings of other tears 
    along the edges. 
If I had not decided to retire,  
 the state of my theological library  
  might have raised the issue for me: 
   Nothing is permanent,  
    everything material wears out in time. 
 
This is true not only of my books but also my education. 
 I was trained in the 1980s for a post-World War II church 
  that was aligned with centers of civic and political power, 
   though that reality was already on the wane.    
    Much of my training was even more out of date 
     just a decade after I left seminary.  
A new vision of Christ’s church was arising even then, for Christ is ever ahead of us, 
 and that vision is being born in the Spirit now. 
  I am greatly excited by, and looking forward to what will come, 
   since I will always be part of a church somewhere, 
     no matter what happens in the next phase of my life. 
 
I am also glad this church is not languishing in the past 
 but is already a 21st century congregation, 
  through our conscious efforts to let God fill our sails 
   instead of trying to row our boat alone,   
    and our shift toward seeing ourselves as disciples of Jesus 
     instead of church members in name only.   
 Technologically, too, BPC has worked to keep up with the times.    
But there is no question that, with the exception of preaching, 
 much of what I was trained for as a pastor  
  is not what’s most needed now in the Mainline church.  
   I happen to think the church being out of the centers of power  



    is the best possible news for us Christians.  
  Because we are once again free to live out the very heart of faith, 
   our true treasure: the generous grace of God.  
 
Today is stewardship dedication day 
 and our gospel lesson contains a reference to treasure  
  that is our stewardship theme for this year,  
   “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  
    It’s a simple saying,  
     but we all know in our bones it’s right. 
It comes from Matthew’s version of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount,  
 which, is less a sermon than a collection  
  of Jesus’ ethical and theological teachings.  
Our lines for today come from a group of Jesus’ sayings   
 about the distractions of wealth.i 
 
There is nothing wrong with wealth,  
 nothing negative about having more than enough  
  to meet you and your family’s daily needs.  
   Wealth itself is neutral and can be a great source of good. 
The ancients knew this,  and the ancient Israelites  
 and early Christians knew it, too. 
The problem comes from counting on money or possessions  
 to do things there were never intended to do,   
  serve as a source of self-worth or permanent security.  
 
In our text today, Jesus warns us not to rely on wealth  
 for either reason.   
Writes commentator and preacher Tom Long,  
 “The problem with investing our sense of worth  
  in cash and possessions is that such an investment  
   is always at peril. It is never safe.  
 Cash can be stolen; Porches and Cadillacs rust;  
  corporations collapse; moths eat dinner jackets.  
   The ‘Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous’ are the lifestyles  
    of the always vulnerable and the ever fearful,” he writes. 
Not only that, but there is always going to be someone  
 who has more than we do  
  and the quest to keep up is an endless burden:  
 “Dead bolts, safety deposit boxes, tax shelters— 
  none of them finally protect what we really desire;  
   none of them make secure a treasure worthy of our hearts.” 
 
A few years ago pastor and theologian Thomas Troeger has wrote a sermon/skit 
 in which a wealthy woman tries to protect piles of money  
  by locking it up in various ways 



    even though as she does so she worries 
    she is locking part of her heart away at the same time. 
     She pantomimes this with a large cloth heart 
      that she folds away with her treasure. 
As the skit unfolds and her treasure is plundered 
 by rust and moths and thieves,  
  she counts her diminishing money obsessively and  
   lifts from her various lockboxes 
    a cloth heart that becomes more and more tattered and torn. 
In the end after thieves steal everything 
 all she has left is a few coins and one tiny bit of red cloth,  
  what’s left of her heart. [lift] 
   She’s utterly defeated, on the street she runs into a beggar     
    and gives him her last few coins and the remaining piece of her heart.  
The skit then fast forwards several years later to a day  
 when the woman runs into the beggar again, 
  who is now a happy and productive man with a family. 
He recognizes her instantly and embraces her with thanksgiving, 
 telling her of the turnaround in his life that her gift enabled. 
  As he speaks to her, she reaches into her coat and discovers 
   a whole red heart once again. 
. 
We performed that skit as a stewardship sermon  
 in a church I served some twenty years ago.   
  I can see in my mind’s eye now 
   the saints from that church 
    pantomiming the parts while I read the narration. 
It was my first solo pastorate, the church that taught me  
 so much about how to do my job well, 
  a wonderfully outward facing generous church  
   in a rapidly changing area on the outskirts of Atlanta. 
Two weeks ago they had their final worship service,  
 a victim of shifting demographics, competition, bad planning       
  on the part of Presbytery and other pressures. 
Still, some of their ministry has become permanent.         
 Such as the partnership they created with five other churches,     
   to bring in refugees and resettle them in the Atlanta area.     
   That ministry is going strong. 
   
The day of the final service was the day John Philip Newell was here, so I could not go, 
 but I sent a heartfelt letter of thanksgiving to be read in the service, 
  thanksgiving for their care for me and my young family  
   and the ways they formed my two children 
    whom they raised in the faith. 
Their remaining assets have been donated now 



 to an array of benevolent agencies in keeping with their mission      
  and the building sold, 
   a hard but not uncommon reality for small churches today. 
But that congregation’s place in my heart and their hearts is permanent. 
 Their impact continues to spill in my life,  
  and I hope their impact is still in the lives of my now adult children, 
   because as a people and as a church they did the things that count. 
 
That’s our hearts’ desire, writes Tom Long, to count 
 “—to count for something and to count for someone.  
To come to the end of the day or the end of a life  
 with the satisfaction of having stood for what is good,  
  the joy of having loved and been well loved in return,  
   with the memory of having shown mercy,  
    and with the peace of having walked with God— 
     these are the true treasures, the treasures of the kingdom,  
      a fortune no thief can plunder.” 
 
The verses in the center of our passage  
 about the eye as the lamp of the body  
  are not a digression from the topic of wealth. 
   Jesus is saying “Be aware of your outlook.” 
The ancient world saw the eye not as an organ that receives light, 
 but as a light source, a lamp that illumines reality. 
  Thus how we see determines what life looks like. 
Friday was a cold wet day, about as dreary a day as I can remember. 
 When I came in to church I said as much to Sherry, 
  who immediately said “Just imagine we’re in Scotland, 
   then it won’t be so bad.” 
    Now that’s a fine outlook for you, that turns a miserable day    
     into a pleasant possibility,  
      and I told her it was a great sermon illustration,     
       and I was going to use it, too.  
Cultivate a positive outlook and a generous spirit,  
 and we will see the world in a benevolent light.  
  Our lives will abound with good things because we will see them everywhere.  
See the world in a pinched, selfish way, says Jesus, 
 and our existence, even our giving, will be begrudging. 
  The light in us may even become the very opposite of light; 
   it may well turn into a deep and abiding darkness. 
It seems to me that an outlook of darkness  
 has overtaken an awful lot of people just now 
  with bad consequences for others. 
Perhaps the wisest and best thing for the rest of us to do  
 is make sure we are not among those  
  who see things through a lens of self-absorption, or anxiety or fear. 



 
Finally, Jesus’ words of warning about how we see  
 are followed coupled with a warning against becoming captives. 
Those who see life as an outpouring of God’s providence, 
 are free to hold their possessions with a light grasp 
  and to be generous toward others. 
Those who see life as a struggle  
 over limited resources can end up as slaves to that struggle 
  whose only creed is “Where’s mine?”ii 
Put wealth and God on the same plain,  
 see them in the same category,  
  and only one will emerge as the winner.  
Not just the winner. “Master” is what Jesus said. 
 The language of captivity is no accident. 
  We had best decide while we can which master we prefer,  
   says Jesus, money or to God,  
    since we are certain to end up serving one or the other. 
 
Our Old Testament lesson could not be a better illustration of  
 what happens when we choose God.  
The widow and child who shelters Elijah are starving. 
 The widow makes it plain she has only enough grain left  
  for a single meal, and that for her small family alone, 
   not this demanding stranger who is in dire straits himself.  
Spirit of God or No Spirit of God working in her, she could have refused him. People do. 
 Surely some think it would have been the smart thing to do 
  based on the external circumstances. 
   So it matters that even in the midst of her fear, 
    she hears Elijah and does what he asks. She trusts him. 
  From that moment on her meal and oil jars are full.        
   They are full until the drought ends. 
    There is enough for her family and for him. 
     Not enough to stockpile or not enough to hoard  
      against some future shortage, mind you,  
       but enough for all to have what they need. 
 
Maybe a miracle story is not helpful to you 
 when it comes to growing in generosity in stewardship,  
  except for the fact that such miracles seem to be common 
   among those who let generosity and light shape their days. 
  Some in this room are thinking right now about  
   their own version of this story, 
    about the unexpected gift of goodness 
     that came into your life after you had taken the risk 
      of being generous when you might have refused. 
  It’s awfully easy to push past such stories and ideas 



   as too good to be true, or write them off as some version  
    of an exploitive prosperity gospel, which does exist after all. 
  But I want to argue today that it is equally easy  
   to let the Elijah story do what the author means it to, 
    to give joyful, thankful praise to God.  
 
Last Wednesday I wrote a MidWeek about stewardship. 
 It was perhaps my last opportunity other than this sermon  
  to say something as an installed pastor to say something about giving. 
One of the reasons we all think of for not being generous 
 is worry—about our own circumstances,  
  about the stability of our work or family life,  
   and, for many right now, about our life as a nation.  
As I was in the middle of writing the MidWeek it struck me  
 that such worries are eternal.  
If we want to find something to be afraid of or to worry about,  
 the world is never, ever going to let us down.  
  There will always be things of which to be afraid.  
   And if we let ourselves stay there, dwell there in that fear,  
    our lives may indeed become  
     dark and forbidding places in which to dwell. 
But we have the option, we have the calling, says Jesus, to say no to fear,    
 to say yes to life and learn how to count instead.  AMEN. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Tom Long, Matthew, Westminster Bible Companion, .p.73ff. All of the following quotes come from this 
source. 
ii Ibid. Long. 

                                            


