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1 Corinthians 12: 12-31a

Stewardship #2

Gracious and ever loving God, Thank you so much for the gifts you’ve given to each of us.  We are fortunate to have been blessed with a wide a variety of gifts as there are people present.  Help to value them all and use them as you would see fit.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
“God the Delegator”

The human body has 206 bones, 639 muscles, and about 6 pounds of skin, along with ligaments, cartilage, veins, arteries, blood, fat, and more.  Every time we hear a sound; every time we take a step; every time we take a breath, hundreds of different parts work together so that what we experience is a single movement, our minds and bodies working as one cohesive unit.  Even the greatest engineers struggle to achieve anything like the human body in mechanical form.  It represents one of the most complex systems in existence.

And yet, the playful charm of the 1 Corinthians passage makes it one of the most memorable of Paul’s teachings.  Children and adults alike have little difficulty identifying themselves as hands, feet, brains, and funny bones.  And everyone knows, just as Paul points out, that a foot can’t say to the body, “I don’t belong to you.”  And an eye can’t separate itself from a head and still function.  Likewise, if someone had eyes but no ears, how they would hear?  And if someone had ears but no nose, how would they smell?  Even in this day and age of prosthetics and technology, we need all of our parts in order to function properly.  Let’s face it, without all our parts our bodies are weaker and it’s harder to get around.

Everyone knows this.  We know it, Paul knew it, and the people in Corinth knew it.  

But the people in Corinth weren’t acting like they knew it.  They were fussing about whose gifts were the most important in their church.  And they’d been fussing about the equality of gifts for a long time, which is why Paul wrote them this letter that we now know as the book of 1 Corinthians.  They were quite certain that some people’s gifts were more important than other people’s gifts.  Simply put, some people were more gifted than others.
Today, when someone is called “gifted”, it means they have some ability that lifts them above the rest.  Schools test kids to see which one can be in the “gifted” program, and parents are given bragging rights that hey, my child is gifted.  The implication is that these kids have greater potential for success and hold greater promise than other kids.  They possess an innate talent or have expertise in some area.  The gifts that are affirmed reveal what society values most, such as intellectual prowess, athletic skill, or leadership potential.  

In the Corinthian church, the gift that was valued most was the ability to speak in tongues.  A high value was placed on who could do it best, and there was a pecking order in the church based on who did it best.  If you could speak in tongues, you were given a higher place of honor than someone who could not or who did it poorly.    Now, I realize this may sound silly to us.  I mean, I can think of a lot of things that need to be done around the church, and speaking in tongues is not among them.  But for the church in Corinth this gift was treasured most highly and was more revered than any other gift.

Paul, in his letter to them, says that’s crazy talk.  He makes 3 important points about gifts in his letter to the church: 1. anyone who confesses Christ is given some gift by the Holy Spirit.  2.  All spiritual gifts are good for the church.  And 3: all gifts are equal in the eyes of God.  “There are varieties of gifts, there are varieties of service, and there are varieties of activities and the good Lord gives them all and the church needs them all” Paul says.

Friends, there’s no point in beating around the bush here.  The church needs everyone’s gifts.  We need all of your spiritual gifts – we need everyone to do something.  There are more jobs than people, and you all are a talented group of people.  I know everyone has some gift they can contribute to the good of the cause, and I know many of you are contributing to the good cause-and for that I am eternally thankful.  But if you’re not contributing time to the good of the cause, I’d like you to think about what your gifts are and what you can offer.  Your time matters to the livelihood of the church.  One of the points Paul tries to get across to those Corinthians is that there’s no such thing as belonging without participating.  A body can’t work properly if one of the parts decides to check out for a few years or even a few months or take a backseat in the pew, because not only will that function go unfulfilled, but the rest of the body will be thrown off balance.  

But giving your time is not a substitute for giving your money.  There’s a common misconception among some people that if I give my time, I don’t need to give my money.  In my teen years I used to think this.  Heck, even in my younger 20s I thought this.  I figured if I gave the church my time, and even back then I gave it a lot of time, I didn’t need to give it my money.  As I’ve gotten older though my thinking has matured and I’ve come to realize that this just isn’t true.  The biggest reason being that if everyone thought this way, there wouldn’t be any church to which to contribute time because the church would have closed because no one gave it any money.  Someone’s gotta pay the light bill.
And that someone is everyone.  Every gift is needed and every gift is valued.  In the human body the head can’t claim it doesn’t need the feet.  The head can’t do it all.  And in the church, one giver-or even 10 givers-can’t pay it all.  And even if they could, they shouldn’t-because, as Paul points out today, everyone has a gift and everyone has something to give and everyone has a responsibility to give.
Now, we’re going to do a little exercise in a few minutes to get across this point, but you can get ready now.  I want you to take out your wallets (pause), take the $ out of your wallet (pause), and then set aside 10% of that $.  If you can’t divide what you have by 10% then just keep out what you have.
While you’re doing that I’ll talk a little bit about the magical tithe.  In the early days of the Old Testament, the people gave some portion of the best of their belongings to God.  Notice they gave the best of what they had.  In the beginning, the people would burn these offerings completely.  This was their way of saying, “God, I give this to you, and it’s all yours.”

Later on, people would bring their offerings to the temple priests and offer them to God for the work of the priests and the temple.  These gifts were called the first fruits or the tithe, because people gave one tenth of what they owned to God.  Notice I didn’t say 1/10 of their money, but literally 1/10 of what they possessed-livestock, crops, anything was fair game.  In Moses’ time, the tithe became law.

Now I can hear some of you thinking, “Oh Annie, that was in the OT, what about the NT?  Jesus never said anything about a tithe.”  And to that I would say, good point.  Jesus told his followers to give everything they had.   

Have you got your money?  Good.  I’m going to come around and collect it.  Don’t worry, you’ll get it back.  

I have story to share with you while I collect it.  Tell the story of the visitor last.

· He gave me permission to tell it.  Where he’s from.  Little church, why he was here.

· Asked me if anyone here tithes and if I preach the tithe.

· When he learned about the tithe he couldn’t imagine giving away that much money.  $50,000/$5000.  That’s a lot of money!

· He decided he was going to get the bottom of this. He took his tax returns and looked at how much he paid in taxes every year.   Started by calling his state rep; his congressman, even his senator.  How much was going to welfare type programs-to do charity work.  He figured he was already giving some $ to charity work simply by paying his taxes.

· The church owed him $1000!

· Didn’t think that was really what God meant.  Decided to pledge.  He said for all these years, I’ve been pledging, I’ve really never gone without anything.  Even in the recent downturn, he didn’t want.  Now he gives about 15%.

Peter Marshall, who was chaplain of the US Senate for many years, tells a story of a man who struggled to tithe even though he had a large income.  The man said to Marshall, “I have a problem. I used to tithe regularly some years ago, but . . .but now . . .I am earning $500,000 a year, and there is just no way I can afford to give about $50,000.”

Marshall reflected on this wealthy man’s dilemma but gave no advice.  He simply said, “I can certainly see your problem.  Let’s pray about.”  The man agreed.  So Marshall bowed his head and prayed with boldness and authority, “Heavenly Father, I pray that you would reduce this man’s salary back to the place that he can afford to tithe.”

In March I attended the annual stewardship conference the Presbyterian Church holds.  In one of my workshops we were asked to fill in the blank to the following statement.  I get _____________ when it is time to give an offering in worship.  
I get _____________ when it is time to give an offering in worship.  Do you know what one of my colleagues said?  I get a chance to sit down when it is time to give an offering.  But seriously, think about it.  What word would fill in the blank on your statement?

When I told you I was going to collect your money, I could sense that some of you got very anxious.  Will she give it back?  What if she doesn’t give it back?  I need that money.  I have plans for that money.

I sensed that some of you got very skeptical.  What’s she doing?  What’s she going to do with the money?  Is this some sort of joke?

Some of you were fairly nonchalant.  OK, I’ll play along, you thought.  I trust her.

And some of you were happy to oblige.

My guess is that for some of you, putting your money in this plate brings up the same emotions you feel when you fill out your pledge card. 

That emotion may be fear.  You might hear a voice of fear.  This voice tells us, if I put that money in the offering plate, there may not be enough money left for me.  We’re afraid to be generous, because we’re afraid of what might happen if we are.  We worry that we won’t have enough money to put gas in our cars or buy groceries.  Fear is what keeps us from being generous and leads us to hoard.

Or, you might hear a voice that tells you that if you put this money into the plate – or give it to the church – you won’t have enough money to just buy what you want.  My guess is that some of this money in the plate is money that would have gone to Starbucks, or the place you’re going to stop for lunch after church.  Or, maybe it would have just disappeared into ether, like so much of our money does.  We get cash from the ATM and a few days later we have no idea where it’s gone.

This is holy money.  This is your offering to God.  You placed it in this offering plate.  Every week these plates are passed from person to person.  Every week, we pray over these plates.  In these plates are your first fruits.  Someone once said that “Every sanctuary and chapel in which we have worshipped, every church organ that has lifted our spirits, every pew where we have sat, every hymnal from which we have sung, every church classroom where we have gathered with our friends, every church kitchen that has prepared our meals . . .all are the fruit of someone’s gift.”  
In this plate we have $XXX.  On a normal Sunday, we collect anywhere from $20-$40 in loose offering.  This is an amazing symbol of what everyone can do with their gifts.  And it is an amazing symbol of the potential that exists here if everyone shares their gift.  

It takes everyone to be the church.  “You are one body,” Paul says, “and individually members of it.  If one member suffers, all suffer.  If one is honored, all rejoice together.”

I’m going to give your money back to you.  You can take it back.  Or you can choose to leave it there.  If the money you put in here is going to leave you destitute if you don’t get it back, take it back.

But if it’s not, listen to that voice in your head.  What are you afraid of?  What will happen if you leave it there and offer it to God?

I realize that giving money away is a challenge.  Believe me, I got a lot going on and kids don’t come cheap.  I don’t want you to leave today and feel guilty.  This is not about making you feel guilty.  But I do want you to get in touch with that emotion that is holding you back from giving your first fruits to God, and I do want you to see the potential that exists when everyone comes together.  Because I just know, with all my heart, that the potential is here.
“Strive for the greater gifts,” Paul said.  “And I will show you a still more excellent way.”

Amen.
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