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Texts: Hebrews 10:1-18; Luke 12:22-34
I wonder how many of you saw the movie Millions, when it came out last year. As the title suggests, it is a story about money. A small boy, aged about 8 or 9, is playing a game of make-believe in his cardboard house by the railroad tracks when a large bag suddenly crashes down upon the house from a great height. The boy crawls out of the wrecked house, opens the bag, and, lo and behold, it is filled with money – hundreds of thousand of pounds of it. Not only does the boy have a vivid imagination, but he has a strong and simple faith in God, to whom he attributes his windfall. He then sets about doing with the money what he believes God would have him do, namely, give it away to the poor. At the same time, he brings his older brother into his confidence. The older brother is more worldly wise than his younger sibling. He suggests that they not tell anyone about the money, and proceeds to look round for a suitable investment. Inevitably, though, word leaks out about the money, and in large part the movie offers a light hearted yet insightful take on the effect money has on people. As it turns out, the money is not from God, but from a bank robbery – one of the robbers, not wanting to be caught with it, just happened to throw it off the train as it passed by, returning later on foot to retrieve it.
Anyone who has been worshipping here at St John’s for 20 years or more will be able to recall their own first hand experience of Millions. In 1986, this church was able to take advantage of an opportunity that existed at the time to sell the rights to its airspace – an opportunity which netted over $7 million. Reading Church Standing Tall, the history of St John’s published on the occasion of our 150th anniversary in 2003, it is clear that, as in the movie, this sudden windfall sparked a variety of reactions. There is nothing quite like the sudden availability of a large amount of money to cause dissension and, sure enough, a number of people felt moved to leave the church over the issue of how the $7 million should be used.
St John’s is not alone in having to grapple with the tensions that exist between wealth and faith. These tensions are woven deeply into the fabric of Church history, especially in the Western world. One writer, Jacque Ellul, has described the effect of power and wealth on the Church in terms of the “subversion of Christianity.” He says that, as the Church developed from a minority religious movement within Judaism into a religious institution in its own right, it quite naturally developed a need for financial resources to sustain its operations and extend its influence. Inevitably, though, distortions emerged, and by the time of the Middle Ages these were widespread – for example, the selling of indulgences, which Martin Luther reacted against. The Middle Ages also saw the spread of the Monastic movement, which we might say constituted a search for authentic Christian community in a rather dark period of Church history. Withdrawal from society was deemed necessary to achieve an ethic of simplicity at a time of ecclesiastical excess and corruption. Through vows of poverty the corruptive influences of mammon were able to be resisted.

Interestingly, the ambiguity and contradiction that exists in Church history in relation to wealth, also exists in the Bible. A brief survey of the biblical teaching on wealth makes this clear:
As we read the book of Genesis and follow the fortunes of Abraham and Sarah and their offspring it becomes clear that divine blessing is closely associated with material wellbeing and prosperity. This ancient notion that God prospers those who are faithful is readily received by those of us who live in the affluent West and want theological justification for our comfortable life-styles. It finds contemporary expression in what is sometimes called the “prosperity gospel,” popularised through Bruce Wilkinson’s best-selling book of a few years ago called The Prayer of Jabez. This book was based on a passage out of the book of Chronicles, in which a devoted man named Jabez asks God for a favour: "Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might be with me, and that you would keep me from hurt and harm!" 
However, that which is embraced so readily in the affluent West does not necessarily work in those parts of the world where poverty is widespread. Four years ago, Wilkinson declared his intention to take his “God-principle” to Africa, where he hoped to save 1 million children suffering from AIDS. As a recent edition of Sojourners Magazine points out, though (citing an article in The Wall Street Journal), things did not go according to plan, and, towards the end of last year, Wilkinson resigned from the African charity he founded and abandoned his ambitious plans. The prosperity gospel, it would appear, came to grief on the rock of systemic poverty.
Associated with the notion that God blesses those who are faithful, is the idea that wealth belongs to God, and that God makes rich those whom he chooses. This sentiment is expressed in Hannah’s prayer, found in 1 Sam 2:7-8: “The Lord makes poor & makes rich; he brings low, he also exalts. He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap, to make them sit with princes.” If wealth belongs to God, then any wealth that we happen to possess is given to us on trust. We must use it wisely. From this notion we may derive the principle of stewardship, which undergirds many church fund raising campaigns. We are called to be wise stewards of the resources God has entrusted to us.
If the Old Testament has a number of positive things to say about wealth, including a vocational element, it also sounds some warning notes. Human nature is such that, instead of giving glory to God, we use our wealth to glorify ourselves. Wealth is a temptation. Not only are we tempted to deny God, but we are also tempted to insulate ourselves from human need. And in this respect truly there is nothing new under the sun. In our own day, the proliferation of “gated communities” and “exclusive suburbs” serves as a graphic illustration of a growing trend for the “haves” to remove themselves from the irritating and threatening presence of the “have-nots”. 

This goes directly against the biblical view that the possession of wealth carries a moral obligation to help the poor and vulnerable. Almsgiving was a key aspect of Israelite life, as it was for other cultures in the ancient world. Israelite society developed a myriad of ways by which God might be honoured and the community’s social obligations might be fulfilled, including the practise of tithing. 
We would say that the practice of almsgiving, or charity, is important for our day too, although the challenge for us is intensified by virtue of the fact that we are increasingly conscious of living in a global village with global responsibilities. Campaigns such as Jubilee 2000 highlighted the fact that the moral obligation to help the poor and vulnerable applies not only to our own local community, or even or own nation, but rather also to the poverty-stricken of far-off lands and continents. 

In the Bible, the prophets denounced those who neglected their moral obligation, especially those leaders who sought to exploit the circumstances of the poor and disadvantaged for their own political or financial gain. In this respect, the prophets exposed a dramatic tension between human nature and divine intention.
This tension is evident in the New Testament, too, and constitutes one of the recurring themes in Jesus’ teaching. If we list the number of times in which Jesus is recorded as speaking out against the corruptive tendencies of wealth and money, the list gets to be quite long. In fact, it would be difficult to find a subject that he had more to say about. The list would include such well known stories as the widow’s mite and the rich young ruler, Jesus’ warning that we cannot serve two masters, the parable of the rich fool, and the beatitudes (“blessed are the poor”, and its less cited counterpart, “woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation”). It would include the saying that it is tougher for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than it is for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of heaven, as well as the one from this morning’s Gospel reading: “For where your treasure is (or, possessions are), there your heart will be also.”

In summing up the biblical teaching on wealth and money, we might say that whilst money is not regarded as evil as such, nor the accumulation of wealth, both have a built-in capacity to enslave us. From a biblical perspective, and contrary to the way in which it is often regarded in economic terms, money is not a neutral means of exchange. It engenders greed and covetousness. It corrupts us, tempts us, distorts our thinking, alienates us – from ourselves, from others and from God – and ultimately seeks to control us.
Jacques Ellul, in his incisive little book, Money, suggests that the one act that has the capacity to break mammon’s hold over us is that of giving. To that end, perhaps, alongside a theology of wealth, we need a theology of giving. Much could be said in relation to this, but at this juncture I would simply offer three affirmations:
Firstly, giving as a theological category is derived from and grounded in God’s activity and character. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son” (John 3:16). Remarkably, God is simultaneously Giver and Gift – the One who gives and the One who is given.
Secondly, God’s giving is neither coercive nor calculating, but rather free and generous. It is instructive to observe just how many of Jesus’ parables have as their central character a person who gives in a free and generous manner, whether it be a father who allows his son to squander his share of the inheritance, or a king who invites to his banquet the town’s riff-raff, or a landlord who is disproportionately generous to the labourers who turn up when the day’s work is almost done.
If freedom and generosity say something important about the Kingdom of God, they also say something important about the Christian life. You may have noticed that I have preferred the term “generous” to that of “sacrificial”. This is largely because the notion of sacrifice is much misunderstood, and has too often been applied in irresponsible ways by the Church when it has sought its members to “give sacrificially” for one cause or another. The call for sacrificial giving can too easily degenerate into a form of spiritual abuse. For this reason, I have coined the phrase “responsible generosity” to denote the form of giving that the Gospel requires of us.
The third and final point that I would make has to do with the way in which giving is given liturgical expression. When the offering is collected in a worship service, most people tend to assume that it is an entirely pragmatic act – we give money to support the work of the church. Occasionally, we are asked to raise our level of giving so that the budget may be met.
From the earliest days of Christian worship, however, the offering of the people was closely linked to the eternal self-offering of Christ. In today’s reading from the book of Hebrews it is said that “we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once and for all.” In this context, our offering is seen partly in terms of response to what Christ has done (a sacrifice of praise), and partly in terms of being brought by the Spirit to participate in his offering as we are joined to the One in whom, through whom and with whom the offering that God requires is complete. As the pioneer and perfector of our faith, his offering precedes and completes ours.
For the development of Christian worship, this meant that the offering was closely linked to the Eucharist, or Holy Communion as it is known in our tradition, for it is there that the eternal self-offering of Christ is given its clearest and strongest liturgical expression.
When these theological affirmations are absent there is a danger that our giving becomes formulaic and institutional, driven by pragmatic considerations rather than theological convictions. Contrary to what is sometimes assumed, the budget reality of the Church is not the most important driver of giving, despite the apparent urgency of the situation. Rather, the real crisis in giving is a theological and spiritual issue: How do we perceive money and wealth? What ethic of giving do we develop? And, from where do we take our bearings?
When it comes to these kinds of questions we need to recognise the immense contrast and tension between biblical and modern perspectives, and the world views which underpin them. This means, as Christians, our attitudes and choices in relation to money are worked out in the midst of that tension. There is nothing new here. It is precisely the tension generated by those oft-quoted words of our Lord: “For where your treasure is (or, possessions are), there your heart will be also.”
Amen.
