“Building a Life Below the Water Line”

Deuteronomy 14:22; Deuteronomy 26:1-11; Mark 12:38-44

Once upon a time, a man built a beautiful sailboat, the yacht of his dreams.  All the staterooms were finished with teakwood, and all the furnishings elaborately detailed.  But the owner didn’t spend much money on what went below the waterline, because, after all, no one would see what’s down there.  But above the water, you would see the most impressive sophisticated navigational equipment that money could buy.  The boat even had a satellite dish bigger than any other on the water.  When you looked at that boat, everything you would see would be state of the art.

Finally, the day came when he was ready to take his dreamboat out for a cruise.  He planned to sail his boat through the brackish backwater and into the clear blue water of the Gulf Stream.  But almost as soon as he was underway, the boat was hit by a strong wave.  The wave slammed into the boat, and over it went, and down it sank, straight to the bottom, along with all the dreams that our friend, the builder, had put into it.  
Why did it turn over?  Some of you may already know—because it had no weight in its keel.  A boat needs ballast, weight in the bottom of the boat, to provide stability, to keep it centered.  But this sailor had spent all his money on things that showed, on things above the waterline.

So, what’s the meaning of this parable?  Well, maybe it’s a parable about a person making money hand over fist in an economy that is booming, but gives no thought to God’s place in his life.  Maybe it’s a parable of a family raising attractive, capable children, but providing no spiritual center for their lives.  Maybe it’s a parable about a church that’s always busy with high-profile Godly projects, but never takes time to pray.  And so, today, we all must ask ourselves: Am I only investing above the waterline?

Two thousand years ago, the religious leaders of Jerusalem, the teachers of religion, needed to ask themselves that question.  They had built their lives on the belief that happiness is found in power, wealth, and prestige.  But in our Scripture reading, Jesus looks below the waterline.

You see, the temple scribes loved to be treated with respect in the marketplace.  They believed the words of our modern-day culture, “The clothes make the man.”  So, when they stepped out in public, the world saw an impressively dressed man of God!  A man who today would most certainly be on the board of directors of all the major charities, the keynote speaker at various banquets and retreats.  But below the waterline, Jesus found men who would bend any rule they could bend for their own advantage; men who would exploit the poor, the powerless, the unnoticed; men who would exploit anyone they could exploit for their own personal gain.  What Jesus found were men with no ballast, no weight in their keel.  Everything they did was for the sake of appearance.  Their whole focus was above the waterline.

The world sees the fancy clothes, the impressive appearance.  But God sees what’s in the human heart.  If there is no love and respect for the welfare of your neighbor, no love and reverence for the glory of your creator, then your keel has no weight. There is no ballast.  And when the inevitable storms of life come, your life will have no stability.

So, how do we put weight into our keel?  Where do we find ballast to center and stabilize our lives?  Well, I believe our lives become centered when we remember and when we are claimed by the stories of our faith.  For the nation of Israel, their foundational story was the story of the Exodus.  God freed Israel from the oppression of Pharaoh, delivered them with a mighty hand, and gave them a land flowing with milk and honey.  And now, every year, in a response of gratitude, they present the first fruits of their labor to God.
Well, that’s our story too.  God freed us from the oppressive power of the Pharaoh of Sin.  Through the cross and the resurrection, God delivered us with a mighty hand.  Freed from the Pharaoh of Materialism, we now see with resurrection eyes that all that we have, everything that flows with milk and honey, is but a gift from God.  And now, in a response of gratitude, we present the first fruits of our labor to God.
Remembering who we are and whose we are, our lives gain stability.  There is weight in our keel.  And when the storms of life blow and the waves crash upon us, we are prepared to ride the storm.

Well, this is Stewardship Season, and most of you have probably already figured out where I’m going with this metaphor.  Building a life centered on the story of our Christian faith makes a claim on our whole life—how we use our power and influence, how we use our talents, how we treat our neighbor.  All these areas of our life are a part of Christian Stewardship.

But today I want to focus on how we use our money and how we relate to our wealth.  And I want to focus on money, not just because it is Stewardship Season, and we need to raise money to meet next year’s budget.  I want to focus on money and our relationship to our wealth because, Biblically, that’s a very appropriate place to start.  The Bible spends a great deal of time talking about money.  Most of Jesus’ parables and a lot of his teachings are about our relationship to our wealth, because the way we spend money says a whole lot about what is of ultimate importance in our life.

That’s why our reading from Deuteronomy says we should bring our “first fruits” to God.  Our offering to God should be the very first bill we pay, the top priority in our budget.  Unfortunately, many of us do the reverse, and I speak from past personal experience.  We buy the biggest house the bank will allow us to mortgage.  We buy our furniture on credit and service two car loans.  We buy all the latest toys and wear the hottest fashions.  And then we are trapped.  We become a slave to our debt, and there is little or nothing left over to bring to God.  So, what’s really of utmost importance in our lives?  God? Or our material possessions?

So, if we want to make God of utmost importance in our lives, how much should we give?  Well, the Bible says 10%; that’s the Biblical understanding of a tithe.  And even today, there are many Christians who rise to the challenge of this goal.  And I have never met a Christian who tithed who didn’t find a great deal of joy and fulfillment in practicing this spiritual discipline.
But I recognize that if you are currently giving only 5%, 2%, 1%, or less, and if you’re already locked in to a large mortgage and two car payments, it can be difficult to jump immediately to 10%.  It takes time to adjust your fixed expenses.  So, let me point out the fundamental principle at work in tithing as a place to start, and that is the principle of percentage giving.

Jesus once said, “From everyone to whom much has been given, much is expected.”  (Lk 12:48) During Stewardship Season, a lot of people make the mistake of asking, “What’s my fair share of the church’s budget?”  And then they take out their calculator and divide the budget by the number of members or the number of households.  The problem is that they’re asking the wrong question.  You see, from the perspective of Christian Stewardship, the question is not “What’s my fair share of the church’s budget?”  From the perspective of Christian Stewardship, the question is: “What’s God’s share of my wealth?”

The biblical answer to that question is: “From everyone to whom much has been given, much is expected.” (Luke 12:48) We are called to give in proportion to what we have received.  That’s the problem with the gift of the rich people in today’s Gospel reading.  They were putting large sums of money into the plate, but as a percentage of their total wealth, it was rather small.

Psalm 116 asks the question: “What shall I render to the Lord for all his bounty to me?”  And that is a question that I encourage us all to ask during this Stewardship Season.  I challenge us all to take an honest look at what we are currently rendering to the Lord.  And then take time to see what percentage that gift is of your total income.  I don’t care if you use gross income or adjusted income.  Just take the time to see what percentage of your income you’re returning to God.

If it’s significantly less than 10%, challenge yourself to go up a percent or two or maybe even three percentage points.  And next year try to take it up another percent or a half a percent.  The important thing is to start somewhere.  And this morning I’m simply asking you to start by honestly asking yourself: “What shall I render to the Lord for all his bounty to me?”

I hope, and I pray that you will seek to center your life by placing your relationship with your creator as the most important thing in your life.  Not just so we can meet the church budget and pay our bills.  That’s not my primary concern.  My primary concern is that you too have a centered life, a life with weight and ballast in your keel.  I want you to know the joy of giving and the fulfillment you will experience by putting God first in your life.

Let us pray:

O God, you have richly blessed us.  Help us to be a blessing.  Help us to begin putting you first in our lives, as we bring our first fruits to you.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

November 1, 2020
Stewardship Season

PAGE  
8

