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Good morning. It is such a joy for Meg and me to be back with you all 
today. We’ve been so looking forward to this weekend. We love Light of 
Christ.

I want again to express my great thanks for the leadership of your rector 
and pastor, Mike. Mike, I am so thankful for your love of God’s Word, and 
your great heart for this community, for your passion to reach the lost and 
the broken with the transforming love of Jesus Christ. Through all of the 
challenges of the past couple of years, you’ve been sacrificial in serving the 
Lord and his people. And Teresa, I want especially to thank you for your 
faithful intercession. Your prayers mean so much to me and to the Body of 
Christ.

To George and Randy and the Vestry. It was great to be able to spend so 
much time with you all yesterday. I praise God for your wise leadership of 
this wonderful church family.

I bring you greetings from Archbishop Foley Beach of the Anglican Church 
in North America. He sends his warm greetings to you all. I spoke with 
him this week and when I told him I would be here today, I also told him of 
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your tremendous support of Archbishop Stephen Kaziimba and the Church 
of Uganda and your generous giving to relieve suffering during the severe 
COVID crisis there. Archbishop Beach wanted me to pass on his great 
thanks for your faithful partnership to our brothers and sisters in Uganda. 

Well, let’s turn to the Scriptures and in particular our first reading from the 
Book of Deuteronomy.

When Moses was leading the people of Israel through the wilderness, 
going to the Promised Land, he was preparing people for an abundance, a 
prosperity they had never known before because they had been slaves in 
Egypt. And so there’s a great deal of teaching in the Book of Deuteronomy 
about how to handle possessions, as Moses helps the people to prepare for 
the wealth of the Promised Land and how to use it rightly before God. 
Moses gives them this great word of warning. He tells them that when they 
grow prosperous, 

Beware lest you say in your heart, ‘My power and the might of my 
hand have gotten me this wealth.’ You shall remember the LORD 
your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth.

There’s probably no single biblical verse that more directly contradicts our 
culture than that one. 

We think that what we have is ours. I worked hard for it. I earned it. I 
deserve it. It’s mine to do with as I please. My money is none of your 
business. It’s none of the church’s business. It’s probably not even any of 
God’s business. It’s mine and I can do with it as I please. 

But as Paul puts it to the Christians in Corinth, 
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What do you have that God hasn’t given you? And if everything you 
have is from God, why do you boast as though it were not a gift?

Christopher Hitchens was a prominent atheist who wrote a book entitled, 
God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything. John Piper recounts that 
in a debate, Hitchens made an extraordinary statement. Hitchens said that 
those who believe in the God of Christianity are, quote, “condemned to live 
in this posture of gratitude, permanent gratitude, to an unalterable 
dictatorship in whose installation we had no say.” 

Did you catch that? Hitchens says Christians are “condemned to live in [a] 
posture of gratitude.”

Now, in refusing to give thanks, Hitchens was in rebellion against the fact 
that he didn’t create himself. Hitchens was born, not self-made. He was 
unalterably dependent upon the reality of having been created—even if he 
couldn’t look as far as God, surely he could at least acknowledge that it 
was his parents and not he himself that caused him to be. 

The church I served in Woodbridge had for many years a mentally disabled 
cleaning crew. We partnered with the County’s sheltered workshop as they 
provided vocational training by having a team clean our church building 
each week. It was a great arrangement and we got to know a number of the 
people in the program. We had special worship services for those who 
lived in group homes and we were greatly blessed by the relationships we 
had. 

Some of the disabled folks on the work crew were quite skilled and they 
were able to do significant work cleaning the church. Some were very 
limited. And a couple of men would pretty much just stand and sweep a 
spot until a supervisor would come and move them to another spot. 
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One day as I was walking down the hall, I passed a young man I knew 
who was standing and sweeping and the Lord spoke to me. I felt that he 
was saying, “John, all the work you do that you take pride in, the sermons 
you preach, the teaching you do, the ministry you enjoy so much, all of it is 
because you were born this way.”

Though he may have had a hard time with it, Christopher Hitchens and 
you and I were born this way. Everything we have and everything we do 
finally comes back to the fact that we were born with the gifts and talents 
that enable us to do anything. There is no room for pride, no place for self-
satisfaction. We must turn our hearts to the Lord, our Maker and our 
Redeemer. He created us and when we turned against him and made 
ourselves god in his place, he sent his Son Jesus Christ to die for us, to 
rescue us and restore us. No credit to us. 

That means we are accountable to God for what we do with what he has 
entrusted to us. We are managers, not owners. I no more own the car that I 
drive, the house that I live in, the clothes that I wear than my banker owns 
what’s in my checking account. My banker is my money manager, but I 
own the money. My banker can use my money, but I can demand my 
money, I can demand an accounting of my money at any time. And God 
holds us accountable for what we have done with what he has given to us.

As Paul puts it, “It is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.” 

Jesus teaches us how to be a trustworthy steward with our money and 
possessions, and he says two basic things.

First, he says that money can be a great asset we have in our relationship 
with God. We can actually use our money to draw closer to the Lord, 
himself. We see that in Jesus’ teaching about:
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The widow who put her two tiny copper coins, all she had, into the 
offering and Jesus said she showed more love for God than all the 
superficial gifts of the wealthy.

The Good Samaritan who used his money to care for the man 
beaten by robbers and left by the side of the road. And Jesus said, 
“that’s what it is to love your neighbor.”

Zacchaeus, the rich and corrupt tax collector, who was so 
overwhelmed with Jesus’ love that he gave away half of all that he 
had and repaid those he’d cheated four times over. And seeing 
Zacchaeus’ surrender of his heart and how he demonstrated it with 
his money, Jesus said, “Today, salvation has come to this house.”

Money can be a great asset we have in our relationship with God.

But there’s a flip side. Jesus also said that money can be a great threat to 
our spiritual lives. And we see it in:

The Rich young ruler. The one Jesus told, Sell your possessions and 
give to the poor and come, follow me. But he went away sorrowful 
because he chose his money instead of Jesus.

Or the Rich fool and his barns, the one who had so much money 
saved up he couldn’t think of anything to do with it except use it to 
tear down his barns and build bigger barns so he’d be safe and 
secure in his retirement. But the message to him was, “Fool, this 
night your soul is required of you. And these possessions, whose 
will they be?” And so it is with those who are rich, but not rich 
toward God.

Money can be a great threat to our relationship with God.
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You see, the danger of prosperity is pride. God spoke about that pride 
through the prophet Hosea. God said about his people: 

When I fed them, they were satisfied; when they were satisfied, they 
became proud; then they forgot me.  (Hosea 13:6)

In the US, the poorest households are more generous than the wealthiest. 
Those at the bottom, the lowest 20% of income earners, give on average 
almost 3 times the percentage of their income as the richest 20% do. 
Atlantic Monthly calls this one of the most surprising and confounding 
facts about charity in America. Well, the economists may be confounded 
but we shouldn’t be. God told us about this a long time ago. 

“When I fed them, they were satisfied; when they were satisfied, they 
became proud; then they forgot me.”

But the antidote to this pride is thankful giving. Because thankful giving 
reminds us who deserves the credit. Everything we have and everything 
we give is due to God’s grace, his free and undeserved gift to us in Christ.

Whether we are as poor as the widow with her two copper coins or as rich 
as the rich young ruler, what we do with our money is a spiritual matter 
that affects for good or ill our relationship with the Lord. 

Our decisions about possessions are spiritual decisions. And at the very 
heart of these decisions is God’s call to us to give, because giving brings us 
closer to him.

Let me tell you some of my story. I was a very young priest in our former 
denomination, just 25 years old and a newly ordained deacon, and 
somehow I had been elected to the Executive Board of the Diocese of 
Virginia, then the largest diocese in the Episcopal Church. The diocese at 
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that time was in deep financial trouble. The budget had grown a total of 
just 12% in ten years and that was less than one year’s inflation back then. 
Staff had been fired, programs had been cut. During one particularly 
painful discussion, one person suggested that we should tell all the 
churches that if they gave us more money, we promised to send it all to the 
National Church. Well, I thought that lacked something biblically and I 
thought it was doomed to fail practically. And so I spoke up, I’m sure 
shedding more heat than light on the subject. The problem was the person I 
was disagreeing with was the bishop. He looked over and, with great 
compassion toward this young whippersnapper, said, “If you’re so 
smart…” Well, he didn’t actually say that but it’s what he meant. And then 
he appointed me to be a stewardship committee of one for the entire 
diocese and told me to carry out a stewardship education program for 167 
churches in the next 90 days and he gave me $50 with which to do it.

Well, I did the only reasonable thing, which was to panic. But someone said 
that the National Church Stewardship Officer was a good guy and he 
might be able to help. So I called him, and he invited me to come to New 
York to see him. Back then a shuttle ticket to New York was $47 and the cab 
ride was on me. 

When I sat down in his office, he said to me, “Tell me about your 
stewardship.” We’re broke and we have 167 churches and I have 90 days… 
And he said, “That’s interesting. Tell me about your stewardship.” …

We often say in the Church, “seek the giver, not the gift”—and that’s what 
he did; he didn’t want my money; nothing I would ever give would make 
any difference to him. But he saw me for what I was, a fearful, partially 
committed servant of Jesus Christ; and he challenged me to tithe, to give 
10% of my income to God for the mission of his Church. 
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I went home, shared this with Meg. I think she thought I had lost it. But we 
talked and prayed and decided to work toward the tithe in a few big steps. 

We began to experience real joy in our giving and then we came to the year 
we were going to tithe. And at the same time, I was called to All Saints’ 
Church in Woodbridge when it was a small mission church with a tiny 
budget and a tiny salary. We were hoping to buy our first house but 
mortgage interest rates were 18% and Meg was pregnant with our first 
child and going to be out of work for a time – and we had said that we 
would tithe.

But God was gracious, and the very first thing I did after I signed the letter 
of agreement with the church was to sign a pledge card for a tithe. I don’t 
know just how God makes it work, but I do know that I never had a 
sleepless night over that mortgage. God always met our needs, but even 
more, he gave us such incredible joy and freedom from anxiety about 
money and possessions.

I came to see that money had been a logjam in my spiritual life. I had a 
high school friend who worked for a summer in logging camps in the 
Pacific Northwest and he taught me about logjams. They would fell these 
tremendous trees and float them downriver to the mill. But sometimes a 
log would jam in sideways and block the river. Sometimes things got so 
jammed up they’d have to use dynamite to blast the logs free. The log that 
caused the jam wasn’t the biggest or best or most important log in the river. 
But it became the most important log when it blocked up the river.

I think money is like that for many of us in our Christian life. It’s not the 
most important thing in life, but we make it the most important when it’s 
where we say “no” to God. 
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We want all the blessings God has for us, we want the river of God’s Spirit 
to flow through us…but without our having to deal with the crucial area of 
money in our lives.

Meg and I said yes to God’s call, and tithing blasted me free in area of 
money and it resulted in a blessed flow of the Holy Spirit in my life. Tithing 
has been life-giving for us. It has brought tremendous joy and freedom 
from anxiety about money and possessions. Over the years, God has 
always met our needs, and by his grace we’ve increased our giving far 
beyond the tithe. 

This is a wonderfully generous church and yet I know that God is calling 
each of you to take the next step in your giving. None of us have arrived. 
All of us have a next step in our relationship with God. And so I invite you 
to pray and seek God’s direction for you, that you might trust him more 
and experience more deeply than ever before the peace and true joy that 
comes from him alone.

One of my favorite stories is about the small country church that couldn’t 
afford its own priest. They had to rely on guest preachers whenever they 
could manage to get one to come to their little congregation. 

One Sunday, they were able to arrange for a visiting preacher who arrived 
at the church very early, before anyone else was there. The door was 
unlocked, so he went in and looked around. He read the bulletin board and 
he read the tracks in the rack and then he noticed a small wooden box on 
the back wall with a slot in the top. He figured it was for offerings for the 
poor so he reached in his pocket and found a couple of quarters and put 
them in the box. 
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A little later, the senior warden of the congregation arrived and introduced 
himself. He said, “We’re so delighted to have you with us today.” He 
explained how they conducted the service and then left him to it. After the 
service, the senior warden came up to the preacher and said, “Wow. What a 
wonderful sermon. We wish we could have you as our preacher every 
week. But we’re a small country church and we don’t have any money to 
pay our guest preachers. But we have a system in our church. We have this 
box over here and our people put money in it to pay our preachers. And 
after your jim-dandy sermon, I know there’s going to be a lot of money in 
the box.” And with that he got out his Warden’s key and opened the box 
and out fell…50 cents. 

Well, it was all he could do not to laugh in the man’s face. But when he got 
home he was regaling his family with this story over Sunday dinner. They 
were all roaring with laughter except his 9-year-old son, who popped up 
and said, “Dad, you don’t understand. If you’d have put more in, you’d 
have gotten more out.”

Jesus put it this way, “Whoever would save his life will lose it, but 
whoever loses his life for my sake and the Gospel’s will save it.”

Or in other words, if you put more in, you’ll get more out. 

Friends, trust God more and more. Give to him in thankfulness, and know 
more and more the peace and the joy that come from him alone. 

Amen.
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