Where Your Treasure Is
Readings:  2 Corinthians 8:1-9  &  Mark 12:38-44
 

A man and his ever-nagging wife went on a trip to Jerusalem.  While they were there, the wife was suddenly taken ill and died.  The undertaker told the husband, 'You can have your wife's body shipped home for £5,000, or you can have her buried here in the Holy Land for just  £150.'  The man thought about it and told the undertaker he would have her shipped home.
The undertaker asked, 'Why would you spend £5,000 to ship the coffin home, when it would be wonderful to be buried here in the Holy Land, and for only a fraction of the cost?'  The man replied, 'Many years ago a man died here, was buried here, and three days later he rose from the dead.  I just can't take that chance.'
 

It's a joke about the appropriateness of spending and saving - which is what I want to talk about today.  Many of you will have heard at the AGM about the church finances here in Bures, and some of you will also have read the magazine, but I've been encouraged or challenged to make sure the message is heard from the pulpit too.
 

A hundred and twenty years ago, when Ghandi arrived in London from India, he was already very impressed with the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount and, coming into a supposedly Christian culture, he considered becoming a Christian - only to be put off by what he found.  He said, 'So many of you Christians are so unlike your Christ.'  Another influential Indian of the same period said, 'On that day when we see Jesus Christ living out his life in you, on that day we will flock to your Christ even as doves flock to their feeding ground.'  The lesson from these reactions seems to be, 'Jesus Christ is good news, but he just doesn't seem to be as alive as we profess.'
 

The way we treat our money and our possessions is perhaps one area where the Western church could be seen to have gone wrong.  I know that some of you would like me to preach on more spiritual issues, but Jesus taught more about wealth than he did about prayer, heaven, healing, salvation and sin.  I find it quite a surprise too, but money seems to matter.  And the reason it matters is because is because it's very important for healthy living.
 

In part of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said (Matt 6:19-21), "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also."
 

"Where your treasure is, there your heart will be."
 

I was sitting in the surgery here earlier in the week and couldn't help but notice that there were a number of signs around that mentioned hearts - things about heart attack survivors, heart clinics, and so on.  Jesus didn't want anyone to suffer from heart disease - and prevention is always better than cure.  Jesus knew that a heart set on accumulating was bound to become an unhealthy one.
 

Today is the first day of the month, and I have to admit that I feel better, more secure, on the first than on the thirtieth.  If we get to the end of the month with money to spare, which doesn't happen very often, it's a great feeling - I like to have some savings tucked away.  But Jesus saw the danger in that attitude.  He didn't mean us to have nothing, but he did mean us to pay less attention to the issue than we all do.  We live in a culture where there's a relentless pursuit for more - and it's killing us.
 

It's also killing other people...
 

One of the great strengths of this church over the years has been our response to the needs of others.  The work we've been able to support in Bulgaria is obvious, but it's also really, really important - it's life saving.  Just in the past year we've also supported organisations that bring justice to those without it, that help street children abandoned by their family, that provide for our war veterans, that bring relief in Burma and China, that feed starving nations, and so on.
 

There are all sorts of ways of demonstrating our relative in the West, but a statistic that I came across just recently is that if you own a car, and by that, I don't mean a good one, just one that goes, then 92% of the world's population can look at you (or me) and say, 'They must be rich.'  We are rich.  We have been greatly blessed, and we've been generous here with what we've been given.  This isn't a church with money to spare, as some might suppose, but it is a healthy church - and much of that is down to your generosity and the vision we've all shared for the work that's going on.
 

The less I keep, the more good news there is for those in need.  Every gift I make brings health and healing to me and to others - and it to the planet.
 

Just for the sake of the Earth we need to consume less.  For every £25 we spend on food, £3.85 goes to waste.  15% of the food we buy is grown, harvested, transported, wrapped, delivered - and then thrown away.
 

I mentioned cars a moment ago.  It's great that some of you choose your car with the environment in mind - but yet another frightening statistic is that only 20% of the carbon footprint of a car is the petrol it burns.  The other 80% is down to building it in the first place.  If we didn't change our cars so frequently, we could do a lot of good - we might have a bit more cash to give away and a bit more treasure in heaven.
 

For a healthy heart, for the healing of the nations and the planet, we need to be careful about how we handle all that God has given us - that means what we spend and what we give away.  But exactly how much should we give away?
 

There are various ways you can look at this.  If you like to start with the Bible and think from a spiritual standpoint (and this is for the green and blue people amongst you - if you can remember that sermon), then you've got a few alternatives.  The Old Testament says that 10% of your income should be given to God, and Jesus supported this in his teaching.  On the other hand, when Zacchaeus decided that he didn't want to keep the wealth he had stored up, he gave half of it away, so 50%.  But then again, in the gospel reading today, the widow gave everything.
 

It's not very helpful to suggest figures, but the biblical principle is that we respond in faith and gratitude to all that God has done.  We don't weigh up whether we're getting value for money, we don't examine the way the recipient is going to use the money, we don't look to see what others are doing - we just give for the love and joy of it.
 

For the red and yellow people here, those who like a more practical approach, you can determine your giving looking at it from the other direction - so not what should we give but rather, what does the church need?  I've set this out in the magazine letter this month, and we heard a lot about it at the AGM, but as far as this Parish is concerned, if we're to carry on doing the things we have been doing, we need about an extra £20,000 a year -  25% on top of last year's income, or an extra £3.85 each week from everyone who comes.
 

So the practical giver might simply increase their present level of giving by either 25% or £3.85.  Or you could look at your spending on food, which might be about £25 a week each, and if you didn't waste the 15% the average person does, you would (coincidentally) spend £3.85 less each week - and you could give that to the church.
 

If you look at what we've been able to do in the past, and how everyone here has responded - it's been really great.  I can't think of anything we're doing now that we ought to give up on.  I could sit in my study and not get out and about in the precious little way that I do and we could save some in expenses.  Katharine could give up her work in the school and with Younger Church and get a job elsewhere, Sue could be asked to play the organ somewhere else - we could save on staff costs.  We could wrap up with extra layers in the winter and not heat the church.  We could give up on plans to make the building more user friendly.  We could contact Daniel and Amelia in Russe and tell them that we can't support them anymore and the orphans they've just committed the church to helping there will have to look elsewhere for shelter.  We could keep all the collections from Remembrance Sunday, the Harvest Festival, and all the Christmas services.  And we could tell the 'Solos on Sunday' folk that we can't host them anymore.  But I'm not sure that's what God wants.
 

Please don't think  I'm saying all this as a threat, I'm saying it more as a celebration of what we've become.  This is good news.  We are vulnerable - and that's just the way it should be for any church of Christ.  And now we have a chance to respond, to grow stronger in heart, as we endeavour to meet the needs that have been put before us.  And if we can't do it all this week, then let's determine to work up to it - but let's do it in faith, stretching ourselves.
 

St Paul believes we have a, "privilege of sharing in this service."  And he goes on, "Just as you excel in everything see that you also excel in this grace of giving. For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich."
