Giving: Law or Grace?

If you grew up in a church-going family and havedaa habit as an adult of going to church on
Sunday mornings, then you have probably heard ypl@dermons on tithing. | know | have. |
guess those sermons must have come along once arygs during the annual pledge
campaign, but it certainly seems as though they wesre frequent. The ancient practice of
tithing, of giving ten percent of one’s income tod; has such deep roots in human piety that it
goes without special mention in Genesis when bdifaham and Jacob are said to tithe, far in
advance of the establishment of the Law of Moséschvdetails exactly how tithing is supposed
to happen. Little wonder, then, that the practitgthing and the exhortation to follow it have
made up a regular part of the teachings of the €hur

Those old tithing sermons fell into three categgradten combined in one blockbuster three-
point sermon accompanied by relevant stories dtetbget, testimonies from the laity. The first
category, or point, was that giving to the churclgéneral and tithing specifically, should be
motivated by one’s sense of obligation. “The Egstthe Lord’s and all the fullness thereof,”
after all, was the often the focus. Because Galde<Creator of All and because God has given
us the commandment to return ten percent to Goghweald simply comply, no questions asked.
It is still an approach that works well in top-dogravernance churches where the Senior
Pastor's word is law, scarcely a description of G&bhepherd Baptist. The second point or kind
of sermon focused on one’s sense of gratitude. lasdichly blessed us, the argument goes,
and it is the duty of all well-mannered folk to shappropriate gratitude. It was a little like
being a child forced to write “Thank You” notes Ghristmas afternoon. Finally, giving of ten
percent or more was exhorted on the basis of as#rexpectation. Give to God what is due
God, through the auspices of the speaker’s paaticuinistry or church, of course, and you will
be rewarded. This approach has been taken togisal conclusion and beyond by
televangelists and others who preach what has be&aown as “the Prosperity Gospel.”

Despite the overuse or even abuse of these thgeenants for turning a portion of one’s income
over to the church, we should remember that theeqats are rooted in the teachings of the Bible
and that there is still validity to each of the@ometimes it is good to practice simple obedience
to the commandments of God. It keeps us humblenwleeare all too likely to enthrone our

own egos and it keeps us out of trouble in situstihere our broken instincts and rationales
might lead us into destructive situations. Likesyit is never a mistake to remember gratitude in
our daily lives. It helps us to not take for gesththe enormous beauty of our world, our
comparative wealth when measured against the féis¢ avorld or our own not-too-distant
history, and all of the other good gifts aroundsent from Heaven above. And it is true that
God does promise God’s people will be blessedHeir generosity, albeit in an undefined

future. Consider the word of God that came throthghprophet Haggai. When the returnees
from the Babylonian Exile were disheartened byrdadity of their make-shift Temple when
compared to the memories of the glory of Solomdwitding, God reassured them (Haggai 2:6-
9): “For thus says the Lord of hosts: Once agaim, little while, 1 will shake the heavens and
the earth and the sea and the dry land; and kWéke all the nations, so that the treasure of all
nations shall come, and I will fill this house wgplendor, says the Lord of hosts. The silver is
mine, and the gold is mine, says the Lord of haogte. latter splendor of this house shall be
greater than the former; and in this place | wilegprosperity, says the Lord of hosts.” There is
also this promise in Malachi (3:10): “Bring thelftithe into the storehouse, so that there may be
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food in my house, and thus put me to the test, $aytord of hosts; see if | will not open the
windows of heaven for you and pour down for yowsarflowing blessing.”

But this morning, | want to look not at the dicetd the Law or the impetus qfiid pro quo but
rather at how the giving of tithes and offeringa b& an expression of the grace of God in our
lives and of how God’s grace through Christ Jesusshaping our lives. And in what may seem
like a bit of a surprise to some, | want to bediis tonsideration of grace in the Law itself, in
Deuteronomy, the final book of Torah. The coneaept mechanics of tithing are addressed
many times in Torah but a summation of sorts i®gin the last half of Deuteronomy 14 (22-
29): “Set apart a tithe of all the yield of youedethat is brought in yearly from the field. In the
presence of the Lord your God, in the place that Gitl choose as a dwelling for God’s name,
you shall eat the tithe of your grain, your winedaour oil, as well as the firstlings of your herd
and flock, so that you may learn to revere the Lyardr God always. But if, when the Lord your
God has blessed you, the distance is so greaydiiadre unable to transport it, because the place
where the Lord your God will choose to set God'siaas too far away from you, then you may
turn it into money. With the money secure in hagalfo the place that the Lord your God will
choose; spend the money for whatever you wish—ostegep, wine, strong drink, or whatever
you desire. And you shall eat there in the presentee Lord your God, you and your
household rejoicing together. As for the Levitesident in your towns, do not neglect them,
because they have no allotment or inheritance yath Every third year you shall bring out the
full tithe of your produce for that year, and stdreithin your towns; the Levites, because they
have no allotment or inheritance with you, as \aslthe resident aliens, the orphans, and the
widows in your towns, may come and eat their blitsat the Lord your God may bless you in all
the work that you undertake.”

So, as we look at this description of tithing arsdfiinction, what is it that the Children of Israel
where actually being enjoined to do? First ofthiky were being told to gather up a tenth of
what they produced in a year not to sell to deeotfa¢ Tabernacle (or, later, the Temple), not to
hand over to someone else for purposes unknowriprsatve for a rainy day, but to have a big,
blow-out, annual party for their whole family! “8pd the money for whatever you wish—oxen,
sheep, wine, strong drink, or whatever you degirel you shall eat there in the presence of the
Lord your God, you and your household rejoicingetbgr.” The tithe was not to be a fee or a
tax or a punishment of some kind. It was a metiodthance a yearly celebration of all the good
the year had brought. And this party wasn't tdhbll covertly, with mumbled guilty apologies
for the richness of the menu. Even if the yeamftdeben a good one, no one was going to rip
on you for a G20-type of menu including everythirgn Fruitwood-smoked Quail with Quince
Gastrique to a Pear Torte with Huckleberry Sauck®300 bottles of wine. No, this party was
to take place in the same place where the Hebrewshipped the Eternal One, and the theme of
the party was to be “Thanks be to God!” Here &sribot of the party imagery in the parables of
Jesus, who continually pointed towards the culnbmadf the abundant life as a great banquet in
the presence of God and promised his disciplesiatould drink the wine of celebration with
them again in his Father's Kingdom. In his commaenbn our Il Corinthians passage, William
Loader writes, “We often overlook the extent to @hearly Christianity grew from Israel's great
vision of a gathering of the peoples and greattfebgeace...” Part of the true meaning of the
tithe was celebration; celebration of the grac&ofl and how it had manifested in the lives of
God'’s people in the previous year.
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What else was the Deuteronomic tithe meant to Ho® else did it reflect grace? “As for the
Levites resident in your towns, do not neglect thbetause they have no allotment or
inheritance with you. Every third year you shalhigrout the full tithe of your produce for that
year, and store it within your towns; the Levitescause they have no allotment or inheritance
with you... may come and eat their fill so that therd.your God may bless you in all the work
that you undertake.” The Levites, as you may rebremwere the descendents of Levi, the son
of Jacob, and so were one of the original Twelibel of Israel. Moses and his brother Aaron
were Levi's great-grandsons. During the long jeyrfrom Egypt to the Promised Land, the
Levites were consecrated as priests and attendatite Tabernacle. When the Promised Land
was divided, they did not receive a particular jporof the land but instead were scattered
among the other tribes and expected to come t8dhetuary of the Lord on a regular basis to
perform their religious duties. In an agrarianistyg this meant that they could not support their
families as other did; they could not farm landyoaze livestock on a regular basis. In order to
make sure that anyone who wished to worship Goghremwho wanted to make sacrifice, could
do so at any time of the year, there had to bemealtservice at the Tabernacle and later at the
Temple. And so, every third year, the tithe wenpart to store food for the needs of the Levite
families. The meaning of the tithe, in additiorceebration, was to allow for the worship of
God to always be available. This part of the titbe, enabled the great celebration of God’s
grace as well as extending the grace of God’s aneelto those who were dependent on others.

Extending God'’s grace to the needy is the finalmregnof the tithe as expressed in
Deuteronomy 14. “Every third year you shall brog the full tithe of your produce for that
year, and store it within your towns; the Levitescause they have no allotment or inheritance
with you, as well as the resident aliens, the anghand the widows in your towns, may come
and eat their fill so that the Lord your God magds you in all the work that you undertake.”
Again and again in Torah and in the words of theppets, we see God’s insistence that God’s
people care for those who cannot care for themsetiie widows, unable to inherit land on their
own and perhaps physically unable to farm enougheet their own needs; the orphans,
parentless children totally dependent upon the gatdaf distant relatives and strangers; the
resident aliens, legally barred from owning lartaledo survive only as slaves or servants in
most cases. As envisioned in Deuteronomy, the bltomes the instrument of grace, of giving
that can expect nothing in return as the leasbanesy are protected from starvation and death.

The Children of Israel are enjoined to tithe irsthiay, “so that the Lord your God may bless you
in all the work that you undertake.” Do we not hiee foreshadowing here of what Jesus was
later to say to his followers? “Come, you that dtessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the woft; |1 was hungry and you gave me food, | was
thirsty and you gave me something to drink, | wasranger and you welcomed me, | was naked
and you gave me clothing, | was sick and you taak of me, | was in prison and you visited
me.” Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, wheas it that we saw you hungry and gave
you food, or thirsty and gave you something to kRiAnd when was it that we saw you a
stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave yohicy? And when was it that we saw you
sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the kinghainswer them, ‘Truly | tell you, just as you

did it to one of the least of these who are membgrsy family, you did it to me.”” Are the
lessons of the tithe not the same as the lessahe @ospel? The Good News of Jesus is, after
all, that there is to be a great celebration aatiwe are all invited; that the true worship of GGod
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worship in spirit and in truth, is not confineddne place or one time but is available to all; that
in blessing others, we ourselves shall be bles3é&eé. lessons of the tithe and the Good News are
one in the same and they show the gracious lo@oadffor all humankind.

As Bill Cosby used to say, | told you that storyl smuld tell you this one. In Il Corinthians 8,
Paul is reminding the Christians in Corinth abdwét ¢ollection he asked them to take for the
impoverished Christians in Jerusalem in his fiestielr, | Corinthians 16. Now that we’ve heard
how the seeds of grace in the tithe of Deuteronoamge into flower in the Good News of Christ
Jesus, listen to how Paul points to that theméh@iCorinthians. I'm reading this time from the
New International Version, which makes the conmect little more clearly as it mostly
translates the Greek wogaipio as “grace” but I'll point out the other translatgas well:

“And now, brothers, we want you to know about trecgrthat God has given the Macedonian
churches. Out of the most severe trial, their dwanhg joy and their extreme poverty welled up
in rich generosity. For | testify that they gavenasch as they were able, and even beyond their
ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently plestiwith us for the privilege of sharing in this
service to the saints. And they did not do as weeeted, but they gave themselves first to the
Lord and then to us in keeping with God's will. \8® urged Titus, since he had earlier made a
beginning, to bring also to completion this acgcdce on your part. But just as you excel in
everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, imgete earnestness and in your love for us—
see that you also excel in this grace of givirgmlnot commanding you, but | want to test the
sincerity of your love by comparing it with the pastness of others. For you know the grace of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was richfgreyour sakes he became poor, so that you
through his poverty might become rich.”

If that last sounds familiar to you, it should. nRember the key verses in our study of
Philippians: “Let the same mind be in you that wa€hrist Jesus, who, though he was in the
form of God, did not regard equality with God assthing to be exploited, but emptied

himself, taking the form of a slave, being bormuman likeness. And being found in human
form, he humbled himself and became obedient tpdir of death— even death on a cross.”
Just as he did with the Philippians, Paul is urgimegCorinthians to have the same mind in them
that was in Christ, to make their lives look liket of Jesus. The same grace that God extends in
forgiveness of our sinfulness, in healing of owkaemness, is the grace that should motivate us
to extend ourselves to others, helping to bringthe wholeness financially as we have been
made whole spiritually. To quote again from Withd_oader's commentary on this passage:
“The stewardship invitation is not about moral ghtions to pay God back or even to express
gratitude, but to engage with God in love in theldioThat includes acts of love with our whole
being (including our financial resources) for oghdfor Paul stewardship is not about cranking
up gratitude to God, but about living a Christ-sdhfife. Notice how he relates his appeal to the
very heart of Christian faith: Christ's life. Chia stewardship is an appeal to love - to join
God's loving..”

So how do we go about it, engaging our world watvel in the name and spirit of God? How do
we extend the reach of our little community and ldoawe make sure that we are providing a
place for worship and healing and celebration? avéeblessed by actions taken by some of us
and by others in the past which have provided dis this land and this building. Now we are
using some of that land to create a home for sdrtteedeast in our society, just as the
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Deuteronomic tithe was to go to widows, orphansstrehgers. Soon, we will have the
opportunity to welcome some of those we are shieido come and worship with us and to join
in our faith family celebrations. Will we be reddysome of our land, as in the last fifteen years,
is being used to feed hungry stomachs and souleed of the beauty of God’s creation. How
can we reach out to our gardeners and invite tloelbetome a greater part of us? Can we meet
the challenge of the vision for a wedding and nagih garden? Where will we find the money
to create it, to staff it? How can we include ur gommunity those who come to utilize what
we dream will be a place of great natural beau®yi little building is now busy nearly every
day of the week, giving groups a place to celeltfaegifts of music and flowers, to heal bodies
and spirits from the temptations of too much foad drink, to worship our God in their native
tongue. Are there better ways to include thenmélife of our community? On Sundays, our
halls once again ring with the voices of little srad our youth thirst after ways to take God’s
love into the world. Can we support them as tiheserve? What sorts of improvements will we
need to make to our aging little building to beestirat it is safe, attractive and welcoming?
What sort of additional support will be needed frbath paid staff and volunteer ministers?

All of us, I think, are keenly aware of the diffides that loom ahead of us, as the economy
falters and resources grow scarcer. Just as Rtuthe Corinthians, | can say that “you excel in
everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, imost eagerness, and in our love for you.” So,
like Paul, | say to you, “I do not mean that thelheuld be relief for others and pressure on you,
but it is a question of a fair balance between ywesent abundance and their need, so that their
abundance may be for your need, in order that timexgbe a fair balance.” The abundance of
grace that others receive from us will surely beearace for us as well. If a financial pledge
means pressure, then remember that the needs ofioistry together are not only for finances
but for time and talents and all must be givenljreaut of love and not compulsion. For by
participating in the gracious giving love of Gods wpen ourselves more fully to that love of
God for ourselves as well and in blessing otheesywll find ourselves ever more truly blessed.
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