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2nd Corinthians 8:7-15

	It is interesting to read this passage of scripture in the midst of the worst economic downturn in my lifetime.   It is interesting to read this passage of scripture in the midst of a time when greed, consumerism and even capitalism itself have come under fire.   It is interesting to read this passage of scripture in the midst of a world which has decided that communism is unworkable but that perhaps socialized medicine is workable.  
	This scripture is actually the very first stewardship letter ever written in the church.   You know what a stewardship letter is.  It’s the letter that everyone in the church gets every fall (in the Spring in some congregations) whose intent is to get people to give more money to the church.   Stewardship letters are a staple of church life – and there is an art to writing them.    
	As you might recall the letter we call 2nd Corinthians was actually written before 1st Corinthians.  Both were written by Paul to the church he had started in Corinth.  Actually 2nd Corinthians is at least parts of three letters that Paul wrote to the Corinthians.   In fact if you get bored during the sermon look at the difference in tone between chapters 9 and 10.   It’s pretty clear that what we have here is a “cut and paste” job – which would have made sense as the letters would have been written in sheets of papyrus that were glued together and could have unglued very easily and then reglued in a different order very differently.   
	Anyway, the situation in Corinth is pretty grim.  It would be easier to list the things that they weren’t fighting about.   And Paul writes to them a pretty direct letter telling them to knock it off.  But he takes time in chapters 8 and 9 to talk about money.
	Paul was raising money for the church in Jerusalem.   When they had left Judaism the Christians in Jerusalem had been disowned by their families, lost their jobs and become exiles in their own country.   They were on the verge of starvation – and so Paul was trying to get them some help.   That help, he hoped, would be provided by the better off churches in places like Corinth.
	It’s clear from the scripture that Paul had talked to the Corinthians about this before and that they had talked about it among themselves.  It’s also clear that they had agreed to support the offering but hadn’t done anything about it yet.  It’s funny, the more I read what the Bible has to say about the church, the more I am certain that things just don’t ever really change……
	At the start of this morning’ scripture Paul begins to encourage the Corinthians to give generously to the offering for the Christians in Jerusalem and as a part of that conversation he begins to tell them how much they ought to give.   
	As I think back to the stewardship letters that I have read and written over the years I am mindful that that most of them have taken one of two basic tacks.   The first is to tell the reader that in order to operate the church needs to receive a certain amount to operate.   Generally such letters assure the reader that the church is a really good money manager and is really deserving of financial support.   I’ve never known quite how to respond to those letters.  
	The second tack is the one that I’ll bet most of us have heard at some point – that’s about tithing.   That letter encouraged the reader to give 10% of their gross income to the church and assures the reader that if they tithe their life will be blessed in so many ways that they will never miss the money.  One of the staunchest proponents of tithing in this congregation was Catherine Perkins who passed away last year.   Catherine used to send me pamphlets about tithing and encouraged me to preach about tithing.  She had found it to be something that really worked for her, and I don’t know, maybe it’s something that works for you.  
	I’d be glad if this church and every church would adopt tithing as the standard.   Such a move would effectively quadruple the amount of money that Americans give to charitable causes – and I’ll bet that would change a lot of things in a lot of places including the church.   
	My problem with encouraging tithing is one of integrity.   First you need to know that the Old Testament tithe was not 10%.  Well, it was 10%, but the Jewish law required three different tithes which averaged out to 28 1/2% of gross income not including the tribute required by the government.   Second, let’s be aware that tithing is only mentioned once in the New Testament as Jesus is chewing out the Scribes and Pharisees.  In fact, we know that the New Testament church didn’t mention tithing until the 7th century.    What exactly should I tell you about tithing?
	But Paul didn’t take either of those approaches.   Rather Paul went first with guilt.   Paul pointed out that as Jesus had given everything for them, then they shouldn’t be reluctant to give all they had toward God’s work in Jerusalem.   I will bet that you’ve read stewardship letters that contained touches of that very same guilt.  
	Second, Paul takes an approach that ought to cause us great thought.   In this passage Paul offers that the Christians in Corinth ought to work toward a “fair balance.”   It is important to note that in this passage Paul uses that phrase twice.  The idea is that they should work toward a fair balance between their abundance and the needs of others.   I need to point out a couple of quick things.  First this fair balance did not mean equality.  Paul was not telling the Corinthians to give away their money until they had the same amount as the Christians in Jerusalem.   Paul was asking the Corinthians to give until the needy Christians had enough to buy the basics of life.   Second I need to point out that Paul wasn’t talking about feeding the hungry in Africa or even in Corinth, but rather the hungry within the church.   Paul never discusses in any of his letters sharing with the hungry of the world --- all of his attention is on the church itself.   

	I like the idea of the fair balance.  I am not really attracted to the idea of the tithe.  Besides lacking any real Biblical or theological grounding it is too mechanical and too simple.   Instead I am very much interested in the idea of the fair balance.  But tell me, what would the fair balance look like in our time?  If the tithe is too simple and mechanical the fair balance is too fuzzy and subjective and upon reflection, it’s probably better that way.   It’s probably better for me to tell you to figure out what a fair balance is – for you.
	But before we take on the idea of how to find a fair balance, let’s consider something – money is alive and it has real power.   Like the rest of the world I have been transfixed by the story of Bernanrd Madoff, the New York financier who has admitted to defrauding investors of up to 65 billion dollars.  His story raises a real question for me, why would anyone need to steal that much money?   He stole money from Jewish synagogues, college scholarship funds, and now-penniless widows.   Why would he do that?   
The answer for me is that there is something incredibly seductive about money.  There is something incredibly alluring about money.   Money is more than just numbers on a page.  Money calls our names.   Money can make people do awful, tragic, evil things.  
	I do not play the lottery partly because I understand that I have a four-time better chance of being hit by lightening than I do of winning the lottery.   But the largest reason is that I’m pretty sure that if 200 million dollars landed in my lap that my life would be ruined.   If I were to suddenly come into that much money it would have so much power and it would give me so much power that I would be forced to change everything – and I am not sure I could do that wisely.   
	Which is to say that this is not an issue we can discuss objectively.  Money has power.   Money is about power.   And in talking about this business of a fair balance there is no denying we aren’t just having a quiet discussion about inanimate objects – we are talking about something that has power in our lives.   We are talking about something we cling to – and that clings to us. We are talking about something that calls our name and which we dream about.   And in arriving at a fair balance we are ultimately talking about power.    Be careful.  We’re dancing with a dragon.
	But we have to dance with that dragon.  Unless you want to take a vow of poverty and live in a monastery, you have to deal with money, you have to have money, you have to use money.  You have to dance with that dragon.   So tell me.  As you consider the needs of the poor; as you consider the needs of the government; as you consider the needs of this church – as you consider what you have – what is a fair balance?    How much do you believe you should share and how much should you keep?   There is no objective measure.   No one is going to tell you what you have to do.  As you pray; as you listen for the guidance of God; as you consider the needs of the world – what is the fair balance?   Where is your fair balance?   Figure it out for yourself.   

	But don’t forget what Paul said earlier about Jesus and the cross.   You need to know that the Elders and I keep having a conversation about their meditations – about whether those meditations should be about the offering or about communion.  For those of you I who don’t know a couple of years now we changed the order of service to put the offering closer to communion – because I think that together makes better sense.    
	It has been suggested that we have the offering just before communion because when we put the money in the offering we are actually paying for communion.   While incorrect I think that’s an interesting idea.   What do you suppose communion should cost?   The physical elements of communion are probably worth less than two cents per person.    But of course that’s not the important part of communion.  The important part of communion is that a part of the body Christ we remember God’s love for us and God’s presence with us.   The important part of communion is that we remember what Jesus did in obedience to God and what faithfulness to God looks like.  The important part of communion is that we remember that in God’s world everyone will be welcome.  So tell me, what should we be charging you for that?   I wouldn’t have any idea.   What we put in the offering isn’t purchasing communion.
	But the offering and communion do have a relationship and Paul almost makes it clear in this scripture.  The reality is that freely and abundantly God has given us so much.  We have been given the gift of life.   As is symbolized in the cross and the Lord’s Supper we’ve been given the gift of God’s love and God’s presence.    We’ve been given the opportunity to create pockets of love and justice in the world.   We’ve been given hope for the even the worst of situations.    We’ve been given so much that our lives are changed, they are transformed, and we have received salvation.   
	And so what do we do with all that?    As recipients of so much from God, how do we respond?   Because we have received so much how do we live?  What do we do?   
	The answer is simple – because we have received so much, we choose to live our lives differently.   We work to bring peace not war.  We work to bring forgiveness and reconciliation where are there broken relationships.  We work to bring hope where there is despair.   And we work to use wisely all the gifts and the resources that we have and that even includes supporting the work of God in this place and around the world.     
	Our motivation for giving away money isn’t guilt.   Simply put, you can’t give away enough money to buy your way out of guilt.   Our motivation is to respond to all we have received from God.   Our motivation is to do something to respond to what God is and what God has done for us.   And that’s not guilt, it’s thankfulness; it’s gratitude which is an all together different thing.  
	
	Which means this.   You and I are really free to decide for ourselves how much of our money we will give away; how much we will give toward the work of God in this place and in the world.   There is no rule.  There is no objective measure.   Give a little, give a lot.  It’s all up to you.    It’s your decision.
	But you need to surround your financial decisions with the cross.  I would encourage you, as you make financial decisions to be mindful of all that God has given us and to you.   You need to understand that what you do with your time and your abilities and yes, your money, is a response to all that God has given you.   So tell me, in light of God’s grace, what is the fair balance?
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