The Things That Are God’s
Matthew 22:15-22

So, yeah … Stewardship Season 2014.  It has begun.  Every year, Fall of the year, October into November, after Worldwide Communion Sunday, before the Reign of Christ Sunday or Thanksgiving.  We’ve come to associate cooler temperatures, falling leaves, Fall rains, and even the growing of your Pastor’s beard with the prayerful discernment of the coming year’s financial pledge.  That last association strikes you as funny, but just maybe I’ve been conditioning you for the last five years to respond with generous giving as my facial hair covers more and more of my face.  I’ve noticed more than one of you women clutch your purse a bit tighter as we talked earlier this morning.  And a few of you men subconsciously reached around to your back pocket to see if your wallet was still in place, too.  You think I don’t notice these things … 
No, but seriously, we’ve begun again in the same we’ve begun for years now:  No big empty thermometers waiting to be filled in red.  No helium balloons that begin to drop to the floor by week three.  No tents or streamers or hot dogs and cokes during fellowship.  We should do those again sometime.  They’re fun, if not overly effective.  But not this year, again.  Minutes for Mission and Ministries, liturgy and prayers, sermon messages and our song will once again serve to remind us of our call to give not only of our time and talents, but of our tithes, our money, for the present and future of this church community.

I am reminded every year at this time, during this season of giving, of my 5th grade Sunday school class.  My family and I had just moved to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania and had started attending a new church.  As the stewardship season began at Trinity United Church of Christ that year, my new Sunday School teacher, Mr. Howe asked his eight eager ten-year olds if we would give one million dollars to the church for its mission and ministry.  We all screamed out “Yes!”  He asked if we’d give a thousand dollars and we shouted “Yes,” again.  “How about $100?” “Oh, yes, we would!”  “And what about one dollar?” he finally asked.  We all replied “yes,” once more, except for Bobby.  

“Bobby,” Mr. Howe asked as we all noticed him clutching his pocket, “Why didn’t you say ‘yes’ this time?”
“W … well,” Bobbie stuttered out, “I have a dollar.”

…

That story about “one dollar” always comes to my mind during Stewardship Season because many years later, during my first Season as an ordained Pastor, one of my older parishioners, I’ll call him John, shared a bit of his faith during our Sunday School class.  
Standing to his feet, John shared, “I’m a millionaire today and I attribute it all to the rich blessings of God in my life.  I remember the turning point of my faith.  I had just earned my first dollar and I went to a church meeting that night.  The speaker was a missionary who told us all about his work.  I knew that I only had a dollar bill and that I either had to give it all to God’s work or nothing at all.  So at that moment I decided to give my whole dollar to God, all that I had.  I believe that God blessed that decision, and that’s why I’m a rich man today.”
When he finished there was an awed silence at his testimony.  He soaked that in for a few seconds and as he was sitting back down, the woman sitting next to him leaned over and said, “I dare you to do it again.”

Give to God the things that are God’s … Let’s read some scripture.

Listen for the Word of God … (Read Matthew 22:15-22).  The Word of the Lord.
That’s an abrupt turn around from John the millionaire to Jesus of Nazareth.  Maybe too abrupt, but it’s time to get a bit more serious.  And after we read this scripture passage, the laughter subsides a bit, at least for a while.  The Pharisees and the Herodians aren’t joking around.  Interesting pairing in this gospel narrative, the Pharisees and the Herodians.  The Pharisees were committed to every detail of Jewish law, opposed to paying the tax to Caesar for religious reasons, mostly because the coin that had to be used to pay it carried the image of Caesar and read “Son of the divine Augustus, high priest.”  Those words spoke of both oppression and blasphemy to the Jews.  The use of this coin was a violation of the first and second commandments.  (We talked a bit about graven images last week while in Exodus.)
We know little about the Herodians, but their name suggest that they were a secular political party that supported Herod the Great’s successors in ruling Palestine, something that couldn’t be done without Rome’s approval.  

Given their divided loyalties, it is unlikely that anything could have caused the Pharisees and the Herodians to cooperate except … their mutual desire to remove Jesus from the scene.  So they descend on him in this scene very familiar to all of us.  A scene that, unbeknownst to Matthew so long ago, bequeaths to us one of the most powerful calls to stewardship in al of scripture.  But, we’ll get to that in a moment.
First, let’s consider (again) the complicated relationship between our faith and our money.  Take out a coin of your own, if you have one.  Share one, if you have more.  I have a quarter here, but any coin will do.  I just talked a little bit about the denarius, the coin of Jesus day.  What does a coin of our own tell us about who we are?
We have a theological statement on our own coins, don’t we?  It’s a bit more “moderate” than the one on the coin handed to Jesus, but … “In God we Trust,” it says.  And also, “Liberty.”  Take a second to find those two, that phrase and that word.  They’re in different places, but both those things are on all of our coins.  It’s an interesting pairing, kind of like the Pharisees and Herodians of yore.  What is this paring all about?

Liberty may be there to give us some degree of freedom to interpret “In God we Trust.”  Maybe it’s a statement of our highest aspirations.  Maybe it’s an appeal to the better angels of our nature.  Maybe it’s an expression of our deep ambivalence about our own civic creed regarding freedom of religion and the separation of it from “the state.”  Surely these two inscriptions – “Liberty” and “In God we Trust” – describe the attitude of some who consider their own wealth evidence of divine favor.  The point is, we face the question of the Pharisees and Herodians every time our pockets jingle or our piggy banks rattle.  Where are our loyalties?
We know Jesus is being tested.  It says so right in the first verse.  And we cheer when Jesus deftly dodges their trap, turns the tables of them (the Pharisees, especially) and sends them away grumbling even more loudly.  We cheer, because when he says (using the old words of the revised standard version of our bible) “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s,” we, too, feel justified.  We hear him describing two “parallel” duties that we can take care of simultaneously.  We can preserve our good standing as citizens of both “civic” and faith-based communities.  It says so right on our own money:  Liberty and God.

The problem is (and you knew I was going to say that.  There usually a problem with interpretations of Jesus’ words that so easily condone our own creaturely comforts!), the problem is Jesus is not sketching out “parallel responsibilities” here.  The Herodians among us may miss the message, but those of us committed to our own faith’s teachings just don’t have that luxury.  We profess that all good gifts come from God, whether God is expressed in the infinite beyond or the infinite depths of creation,  all that we have is a sacred gift to be used in expectation of the present and coming kingdom of God.  Our whole lives – our time, our talents, and our money –  should engage anything in this world that diminishes life in an attempt to transform life for all.  “The things that are God’s … is everything.”  Our time, our talent, our money.  And so we are called to offer all to the church during this season, and indeed all year long.
The question we face in the weeks ahead is “What do we expect from and demand from the church, our church, to which we give?”

Now that’s a question that makes your Elders and me a bit nervous.  Because we’re a diverse group, as a denomination, let alone as a worldwide institution.  We’re a diverse denomination and a diverse congregation.  “What do we expect from the church that is supported by our stewardship?”  I honestly look forward to exploring that with all of you and harvesting the fruits of our labors on November 19th, our Dedication Sunday. 

So, I make one more abrupt transition to close this morning’s inaugural Stewardship message as we began – with a little humor.  An old Ann Landers many years ago shared a story from a young girl who wrote that her uncle as the “tightest man she ever knew” when it came to money.  All his life he had taken twenty dollars out of each of his paychecks and put the money under his mattress.  When he got sick and was about to die, he called his wife into the room and asked her to promise one thing:  That when he was dead she would take all the money from under the mattress and put it in his casket so he actually could take it all with him.  Her uncle’s wife promised.  The uncle did die and his wife did keep her promise to him.   The girl finished her letter by saying that her uncle’s wife went in and got all that money the day her uncle dies, went to the bank and deposited it, then wrote a check and place in his casket.

The reality is that we have another Stewardship Season ahead of us.  The good news is that all that we need is already here among us.  The bad news is it’s still in our pockets!  So we have work to do and we begin this morning.
As we begin our prayerful discernment for the month ahead, I want you to take the coins you looked at earlier, and any others you may have in your pockets or purses, and put them in the offering plate this morning.  I know we like silent offerings here, no rattling coins, just silent bills, but we’ll make an exception this morning.  (Ron:  Who are our counters today?  Do you know?)  We are going to take all the coins in our offering plate this morning and put them aside.  We’ll keep them in this sanctuary until Dedication Sunday as a reminder of today’s scripture lesson and of our call to give to God.  (Can we do that?)


Let’s sing together and respond to this morning’s call.


Amen.

Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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