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Ten for Ten ~ January 16, 2005

Tithing: A Leap of Faith

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Mark 12:41-44, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Though historians debate among themselves whether great events make great individuals or great individuals make great events, all of them focus on greatness.  That’s why when we look at history books, we read of great battles and the conquests of explorers and people who made names for themselves in shaping the world.  But in the Bible, it’s not always the great, but often the little people who stand out—the ordinary, often nameless, people who are not famous for anything, except for some act of mercy or love which was lifted up and preserved.

Today, we read about a woman whose name we don’t even know, but her story is told because one day she threw two lepta, the smallest copper coins, worth a fraction of a penny, into the temple treasury.  

Resting by the temple gate, weary from His travels, Jesus heard those coins being dropped into one of 13 trumpet-shaped receptacles used for the contributions brought by worshipers.  The sound of these coins was distinct.  They didn’t make the loud, heavy sound of the larger coins being thrown into the box.  This sound was hollow, almost muffled.  But Jesus heard it, and looked up.

Ordinary ears wouldn’t have recognized the sound as faith being expressed in giving.  They’d hear only the sound of a gift so small as far as the Temple was concerned that it amounted to practically nothing.  Ordinary eyes would certainly never have noted anything remarkable in this woman or her gift.  They’d see only a widow woman who was obviously not very well-to-do.  They’d miss the faith and trust that filled this woman’s heart and the act of true worship she performed.  

Jesus had a keen ability to see the depths of people’s lives.  “Come on over here,” He called to His disciples.  “I’ve got something you’ve got to see.  Come and see this woman.  She’s put more in the offering box than all the others.  They have given out of their wealth.  But she put in everything, all she had to live on.”

Why was Jesus so moved by this woman?  What did she do that so captured His imagination?  She certainly wasn’t in the top twenty percent of givers who generally do eighty percent of the giving.  But Jesus pointed to her as a shining example of firstfruits, sacrificial giving.  Why was Jesus so moved?

Well, she put the substance of her life into that offering.  It wasn’t the leftovers or what she wouldn’t miss.  It was her next meal.  It was her security for tomorrow.  She took a leap of faith, not knowing what the next day might bring. 

 It’s this leap of faith that I want us to think about this morning—that response which is called forth at rare moments in our lives and leads us to give and share far beyond what we would ordinarily do.  Can you think of a time in your life when you literally broke out of the routine to do something unexpected?  How about a time when you found strength you didn’t know you had?

Not long ago, I read about an Alpine mountain climber who was scaling a treacherous peak in Switzerland when his strength gave out, and he quit, exhausted, powerless to lift his ice-axe another notch.  As the wind whipped about him, he was certain that he either would freeze to death or be torn loose from his support ropes and hurtled to the rocks thousands of feet below.

Suddenly, an object from above flew past his head.  And, as he looked up, he saw another climber who had just lost his axe, and with it the power to move anywhere on the mountain.  With strength he hadn’t had the moment before, the exhausted climber dug in with his axe and scrambled up the side of the mountain until he reached the man in trouble.  Together, the two climbers worked, sharing the one axe, until they reached a place of safety.

By the fire that night, the man who was rescued, tried to express his thanks.  But his rescuer broke in.  “Listen,” he said, “if you hadn’t been there calling out for help, I would’ve died out there myself.  So I want to thank you for rescuing me.”

One man’s need saved another man’s life by calling forth from him a strength he hadn’t had only moments earlier.  Isn’t it true that when a need strikes us with real force, when someone is in trouble, or when help is called for, we often find a power that wasn’t there?  We take the leap.  We go beyond what we would ordinarily do, because the situation calls for it.  (Pause)  

Then, after awhile, things return to normal.  We expend our energy for a specific act.  But when things quiet down we go back to the ordinary.

I’m reminded of a man who was deeply moved in church one Sunday to pledge an extra hundred dollars to a mission effort.  When someone came around a few days later to pick up the check the man had promised, he refused to pay it.  He said, “I just got too religious last Sunday for my own good.”

It’s true, isn’t it?  Sometimes we’re deeply moved to take a risk, to do something out of the ordinary, but then things return to normal.  Caution sets in, and we end up holding back.  

The amazing thing about this woman, though, is that she didn’t hold back.  She put the substance of her life into that offering box.  Her leap of faith wasn’t just a momentary impulse.  It was an act that would have implication for tomorrow and the next day and in which its ripple effect can still be felt today.

This is what Jesus praised.  Not the surge of temporary piety which we all feel from time to time, but the complete self-giving of this woman.  While the Pharisees debated in the streets with Jesus about what was God’s and what was Caesar’s, this woman had no debate.  She knew it was all God’s, her whole life, everything.  That was her starting point.  Her life was God’s.  She lived by faith, and it affected everything she did.

There are several things in this story which very directly affect our stewardship response this year, and I’d like to raise them.  One has to do with our starting point.  Do we believe our own lives are a gift of God?  Do we believe that every day we receive far more from God than we can ever give back in return?  

One day a pastor and his daughter had a conversation about giving to the church.  He reminded her that she would need to decide what her estimate of giving would be for the next year.  

She said, “How come we have to give anything, since you work there?”

The father made some response, but didn’t feel it was adequate.  So that evening he brought up the subject again. “Can you think of all the times this past week when someone’s given something to you?” he asked.

She began to name them.  He’d given her a five dollar bill to go out with friends.  Someone had given her gum one day after school.  Someone else had helped her with her homework, and she’d received compliments from her friends.

Then her father asked about things in the church that she enjoyed.  And she mentioned her youth group, camp the last summer, and choir.  Then she remembered being given scholarships for camp.  What it all added up to was that she realized she had received quite a bit.

Then the pastor explained his approach to stewardship.  He said, “I don’t think we give to the church just to support a budget.  I think it’s more that we’re trying to say thanks to God for all He’s given us.”

Whether or not this message gets through to our children, it’s still important for them to know why we give.  Actually, it’s important for us adults to be reminded about why we give, too.  

Our lives belong to God.  That’s the starting point.  All we have and all we are is God’s gift.  It was very clear that the widow who put her two coins into the temple box believed this.  In giving her last lepta, she placed herself completely in the keeping of God who could and would provide for her far better and more surely than any two lepta or a million times any number of lepta could.

Worldly wisdom would say the woman shouldn’t have put all her money into the offering.  She should’ve kept at least half of it to use for her own needs.  Her gift was so small it would’ve helped her a lot more than it would the Temple.  

Worldly wisdom would also say a congregation shouldn’t call their own pastor, when they’ve just been scraping by in a dual-parish.  Worldly wisdom would say that a congregation shouldn’t increase their mission commitment by 70% when they’ve just taken on a major building project, and their giving for current expenses has already grown by more than 50% during the last four years.  

But Jesus doesn’t praise worldly wisdom in this story.  He praises the woman’s courageous leap of faith!

A second important truth from this story is that what we believe is directly expressed in what we give.  There are many Christians who have a faulty view of money.  They don’t think that the church should ever talk about money.  

Maybe someone should tell Jesus that.  He did.  A lot.  In this case, He called His disciples over to praise this woman because her leap of faith was expressed in the giving of her last lepta to the temple.  Jesus celebrated that act, and He lifted up this woman as an example for every generation.  I guess if Jesus didn’t feel He was above talking about something so mundane and personal as money, we needn’t feel we are either.

What we do with the money God places in our hands says a great deal about us.  The Old Testament standards of giving were very high.  The law required the Israelites to offer ten percent of all the crops and produce of their land back to God each year.  And every three years another ten percent was to be given for the poor.  

The tithe was a continual reminder to Israel that they were God’s people, that God had brought them out of Egypt, out of bondage into a land flowing with milk and honey.  The tithe was required.  Anything over that was an offering.  The tithe was only the starting point, the minimal obligation.  Then came the offering.

If we held ourselves to that standard, then we would have to say that most of us have never made an actual offering to God.  But whether or not we hold ourselves to the Old Testament standard, the Bible does challenge us to consider what we do with money because our values are expressed by our use of money.  Jesus said, “… where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 
A few years ago, a family sat down together to see where their money was going.  They were dedicated Christians, involved in the life of the church, but they discovered that they hadn’t been converted in their giving.  Even though they gave a set amount to the church each week, they found that they spent more than double that amount on movies, eating out, and little odds and ends that really added up.

Every family is struggling these days with financial pressure.  I don’t know anyone who has too much money.  But we usually find the money to do the things we really want to do.  Where our treasures are, that’s where our hearts are.  

Does your giving reflect your faith in a positive way?  Oh, there are certainly times when low-percentage giving is necessary, but in most cases, it just reflects unexamined stewardship.  It’s usually a case of messed up priorities. 

The most amazing thing about the woman in our text is her leap of faith.  She gave far beyond her means.  She did more than what was required.  Did she hurt herself in doing so?  Did she jeopardize her health and security?  Did she go overboard?  Of course not!  If her actions would’ve been reckless, I’m sure Jesus wouldn’t have held her up as an example.  Again, it’s a question of faith.  She not only believed her life was God’s, but she trusted that if she did what she felt called to do, God would not let her down.  God would show her the way.

Perhaps some may believe this is a naïve kind of faith.  Maybe it’s difficult for you to understand people saying, “God will provide.”  But God does tell us He will provide.  He does provide and He certainly will continue to provide!  But it’s even easier to see His provision when we take leaps of faith.

Where did that mountain climber’s strength to go to the rescue of another human being come from?  Where does the strength to meet situations we never thought we could meet come from?  (Pause)  When we respond in faith to what God wants us to do, God will show us the way.

In fact, He has already shown you the way.  Soon after He pointed out the widow’s faith, Jesus said to His disciples, “I AM the Way and the Truth and the Life…Anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing… I will do whatever you ask in My name so that the Son may bring glory to the Father.”  

Jesus not only shows the way to faithful stewardship, He is the way to faithful stewardship—to firstfruits, sacrificial giving.  You see, as great as the widow’s sacrifice was, it pales in comparison to Christ’s sacrifice.  Only three days after watching the widow give everything she had, Jesus gave Himself completely on the cross.  Not only did Christ endure the physical pain and humiliation of the cross, He allowed Himself to suffer the torments of hell and separation from God that we deserved for all our sins, including our weak faith and poor stewardship.  

And then, His perfect obedience and righteousness was credited to our account.  When God looks at us He sees us as faithful stewards, for Christ’s sake.  Baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection, we’ve been born from above by the Holy Spirit to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.  Through God’s means of grace, His Word and Sacraments we are forgiven and renewed, fed and equipped for lives of faithful stewardship and service.  We’re prompted to take leaps of faith that worldly wisdom would dismiss.  We do so joyfully, fully trusting that the God who created and redeemed us will certainly continue to care for us. 

Maybe giving has always seemed like an obligation for you.  Maybe you’ve always been very cautious when it comes to money, and giving doesn’t come easy to you.  Ask the Lord to show you the way.  Ask Him to help you take the leap of faith.  Ask God to grant you the wisdom to see what He’s already given you.  In addition to physical and temporal blessings, He’s given you the greater spiritual blessings of forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  He’s given you the honor and privilege of being His steward—a manager of His vast resources.  Ask Him to help you experience the joy of giving, of responding gladly to all you have received.  

As you remember those blessings, may God challenge you with the story of this widow and her generous giving.  May He enable you to respond in a way that could cause Jesus to look up and notice how you’ve grown in the joy of giving.  May God help you to take the leap of faith to grow in your giving, perhaps even giving ten percent for the next ten weeks, and then prayerfully considering tithing for the rest of your life.  May God grant this to us all.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

