Sunday, November 10, 1985
SERMON ON THE AMOUNT 
Mark 12:41-44; Matthew 6:19-21


Several weeks ago, I was cleaning out one of my old file cabinets at home and came across several years of canceled checks from the early 1960s. I couldn’t resist looking at random samples of these checks which we had written more than 20 years ago. Canceled checks can be quite revealing. For most of us, they are the only autobiography we will ever write. They are a record of our hopes and dreams — a record of our values and priorities — a record of purchases and expenditures — a story in every transaction and a signature on every page.

Consider your canceled checks. What do they say about you? Your life? Your values? Your priorities? Your hopes? Your dreams? Your faith? Look through a month of your canceled checks and discover the things most sincerely believed by you.

They tell you about your luxuries and about your investments. For many people, there is a home mortgage payment made every month. For some people, that payment represents a fourth to a third of the family income, and it’s probably a 25- or 30-year commitment. We also consider it a good investment — not only because we believe that over the years it will appreciate in value but because the home also represents a place to live, to eat and to sleep, and to be with people we love.

Look again at your canceled checks. Perhaps there’s one for a car payment. We, in this country, love our automobiles. I can remember in 1941, when my parents bought a brand new 1941 Chevrolet sedan. It replaced our 1931 Chevrolet sedan, and this new car had a heater and defroster that worked. The full price in 1941 was $710. Today, a new Chevrolet sedan would be between $10,000 and $12,000. And car payments can run from several hundred dollars a month to much more.

We do love our cars. Whether insurance doubles in price or gasoline increases to $1.25 per gallon, we are a mobile society, and we spend the money. Drive through a residential area, and one is impressed with the faith we have in private transportation. Garage doors near the front of every home, several cars in most driveways, and many parked on the streets. In designing our homes, we tend to provide more cubic feet of space for our cars than for our children.

Look again at your canceled checks. Here’s one to Visa or Mastercard or some other credit card company or store. The itemized bill shows food bought at a restaurant, charges made from a catalog sale, items from various stores, and more.

And for some, among the canceled checks, is one that was made out to the country club or health spa.

For those of us who have young people in college, we find canceled checks for room and board, for tuition, for books, for transportation, and other educational expenses. Like payments for our home, we consider education for ourselves and for our children not an expense, but an investment, and it is a very good one!

Now look through your canceled checks again. Do you find one there for the church? Giving to the church is not an expense. It is an investment. In fact, it is one of the best investments, if not the best investment, you will ever make.

I. WHY DO I SAY THAT? WHY GIVE? WHY IS THE CHURCH A GOOD INVESTMENT?

Listen again to what Jesus said: “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust consume, and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consume and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” The church is a good investment for these reasons.

Giving to the church is a way of laying up for yourself treasure in heaven because “heaven” in this context means investing in the good of society — investing in an institution that works for the good of all people. That kind of investment can never be taken from you. It’s an investment that increases in value beyond your wildest expectations because God keeps multiplying it. What you give away, you can never lose.

Giving is good for you. A giving person is always a happy person. The more giving you become, the more enjoyment you receive from life. Giving is a way of acting out our connectedness. Giving increases our sense of community.

Some people are actually afraid to be giving and generous. They’re afraid they’ll get too carried away with it. Better to put the damper on our generous spirit before it gets out of control.

But the happiest people I know are those who are giving, generous, loving, thankful people. And the more one gives, the more thankful one becomes. Then one begins to see all of life as a gift from God, and then the more connected we feel to God and to others. The more stingy we are, the more separated we feel from others and from God. When we are giving people, we affect each other for the good, and the whole world is made better. When we are stingy people, we deny our connection with God and with others, and we affect the whole world for the worse.

Giving is also good for you because, as Jesus said, “Give, and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put in your lap. For the measure you give will be the measure you get back” - like waiting for my ship to come in…

In the everyday world of spending money, logic tells us that the more we spend, the less we will have, and that’s true in our spending for most things. But it’s not true in our investing, in our giving for the church. Here Jesus says, “The more you give, the more you will receive.” The greater your benevolence, the greater your capacity to be benevolent.

Thirdly, giving to the church, investing in the church, is not only good for you, but it is good for the church and the community as a whole. The church is the oldest continuing institution working for the good on this earth. When you give to the church, you are investing in goodness, and you are investing in the future.

II. HOW MUCH SHOULD I INVEST?

As with all investments, the big question is: How much shall I regularly invest in the church? Since this is a sermon on the amount, let’s talk together about this question. Let’s talk about the amount!

In the Old Testament of the Bible for the Hebrew people, it was an easy question to answer — the rule was — you are to invest 10% of your income for God’s work in the world. Thus, those who have more are to give more. Today, we call it proportionate giving, and it’s still the best way to decide how much you are going to regularly give or invest in the church.

So, the first step is to begin to look at your giving to the church in percentage terms. Ask yourself the question: What percentage of my income or of our income as a family are we now giving or investing in the church? Is it 1%? 2%? 5%? 10%?

Next, determine what kind of increase you want to make in your investment. If you are now giving under 10%, then decide to increase your investment by at least 1% of your income or more. So, for example, if your income is $20,000 per year, a 1% increase would be $200, or about $4 per week increase in your pledge. Remember, I’m talking about increasing your giving by 1% or more of your income, not 1% of your present pledge.

The important thing is to determine what percent of your income you want to regularly invest in the church and then do it. Don’t use the excuse, “If I had more, I would give more.” That’s the beauty of proportionate giving — you give a percentage of what you have.

The best way to determine if the percentage you are now giving is adequate is to use the comparison method. Here’s how it works: unless you are an exception (and I hope you are), you will discover as you go through your canceled checks that your investment in the church has not kept pace with your other expenses and investments.

I know that to be true in general because on Sunday mornings, the one-dollar bill is still the most frequently used for the church offering. There is no place in this country where the one-dollar bill marches with greater dignity than in the church. And the same was true even 20 or 30 or 40 years ago when the dollar bill had a lot more purchasing power.

I can remember attending church with my parents in the late 1930s when hamburgers were 10¢, and I could go to the movies for 10¢, and a soft drink was 5¢, and a large ice cream cone was 5¢, yet my dad put a one-dollar bill in the church offering plate on Sunday morning. Today, hamburgers are over a dollar and up. A soft drink is from 50¢ on up; an ice cream cone even more, yet the most frequently found currency in the offering plate is still the one-dollar bill. If we had kept pace in our giving, the $10 bill would be the one most frequently found in the offering plate.

In the 1940s, when a nice home could be purchased for ten to fifteen thousand dollars, it was not uncommon to have a majority of church pledges be $200 or $300 per year. Today, when a home is sixty thousand or seventy thousand dollars and many even more than that, we still have mostly $200 and $300 a year pledges.

In the 1950s, I served a church in a southside suburb of Chicago. It was made up almost entirely of young families who had just bought their first home for under $20,000. Most of them were one wage-earner families with an income of about $15,000 per year or less. They had house payments, car payments, furniture payments, and young children. Yet most of them gave to the church at least $300 a year or more.

Today, I see people who spend hundreds of dollars a year at a country club or in other such activities, but who would be insulted if someone suggested that their investment in the church ought to at least be equal to that kind of spending.

This week, or whenever the pledge card comes to your home, before you fill it out, make some comparisons in your spending and in your investments. Compare what you plan to invest regularly in the church with what you spend elsewhere. How does it compare with what you spend on your car? With what you spend on entertainment? With what you spend on eating out? Is your investment in the church a significant part of your life, or is it only on the edge, something more like a tip to God? Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

My dream for this church is that it will continue to be the strong, vital institution it has been for the past 119 years. But in order for that dream to continue to be true means that all of us need to be willing to keep investing in the church.

Now, a few words about the mechanics of this year’s every member canvass. It’s being called the “First-Plymouth Pilgrimage.” Most of you, therefore, will have your pledge card delivered to your home by someone living near you. You are asked to take out your pledge card, fill it out in the privacy of your home, then put it in the envelope provided, seal that envelope, put it back in the packet, and then take the entire packet to the next name on the list.

In some areas where our members live, members will receive their pledge cards in the mail, with a return envelope provided. In those cases, fill out the pledge card and return it by mail to the church office.

Our goal is to have the canvass completed by Sunday, November 24. We need the help of all of you to do that. Amen.
