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Thomas Edison spent nearly two years fooling around with various filaments to make the light bulb, and a local newspaper got tired of waiting for him to come up with something really useful.  So the editor challenged Edison by announcing a wager:  if Edison would come up with a working light bulb by a given date, the newspaper would reward him with $10,000.  In those days, this was a monstrous sum.
Twenty-four hours before the deadline, a reporter from the newspaper visited Edison at his workshop and found the haggard scientist working frantically.  He hadn’t slept in 36 hours and his shop was littered with bits and pieces of attempted filaments.  Anxious to record the agony of defeat in the next day’s headlines, the reporter asked, “Mr. Edison, you have tried a million things—the hair of a beard and the hair of a horse, spider webs and silk worm threads, carbon and copper—and you have made absolutely no progress at all.”  Mr. Edison is said to have turned to the reporter and replied, “Sir, what do you know of progress?  I know a thousand things that do not work!”

Sometimes it helps to know what doesn’t work, doesn’t it?  Just like Edison, we know a thousand things that don’t work in stewardship.  But unlike Edison, we continue to use them—even when we know they don’t work!  This morning, I would like us to consider three things we know don’t work anymore, and how we can begin to move beyond them to find some things that will work.
First Thing—Treating Everyone the Same
The first thing we know doesn’t work anymore is treating everyone the same.  Different people in different circumstances have different needs and different gifts, and yet we continue to believe that “one size fits all” in finances.  Let’s apply this logic to another area of church ministry.  Imagine that your pastor gets a phone call from a member explaining that her husband is in the hospital.  “I would love to visit him,” the pastor says, “but we’re trying to treat everyone the same—and this week I am only visiting people whose names begin with ‘M.’”  How long would it take for the Personnel Committee to meet and take that pastor to the woodshed?  And yet this is exactly how we treat our members in the area of giving.  Simply put, this doesn’t work.
We know that some people give more than others.  But did you know that half of the contributions for this congregation come from ten percent of your members?  That’s right—ten percent give half.  And the next thirty percent is given by the next ten percent of our members.  You see, the “80-20 principle” applies to giving, as well.  I have checked this in over two dozen congregations—it’s been true every time.  The other twenty percent is given by the rest—eighty percent.  Of that group, a third of the congregation gives no contributions in a measurable way.  Now let me ask you a question:  does it make sense to treat each of these people the same way?  I am not suggesting that some should get special treatment.  I am suggesting that different people have different gifts and different needs, and that the church has the opportunity to help each member in their personal circumstances.  We do it in education—whoever heard of a church having one church school class for everyone, from infants to religion professors!  Instead we divide people into appropriate learning groups and teach what is meaningful for each level.  That’s what I am suggesting we do in the area of finances.

I wish I could sit down quietly with each of you:  to hear your dreams for our church and how you’d like to support those dreams.  Physically that’s not possible, so we’ll have to settle for this hour together in a large group.  

So I would like to speak for a moment to speak to those members who give most generously, the ten to twenty percent.  Thank you.  Thank you for your faithfulness for these many years.  You are the financial backbone of our church’s ministry.  Imagine what this ministry would be like without you.  We haven’t found a good way to recognize you publicly—and most of you wouldn’t want that anyway.  But know that you are important to us and to God.  Thank you.  Thank you.
Now I want to say something to those who may or may not give very much.  You, too, are a vital part of this church.  There are no membership fees and we don’t want them now.  What I do want is for you to think seriously about making a pledge and regular gifts this year.  If you have never pledged or given before, I encourage you to pledge five dollars per week.  If you can’t afford that, pledge one dollar per week.  You see, it isn’t primarily about the money; it’s about the commitment.  Making a pledge, and following it through, is standing up in front of God and everybody to say, “This is my church—it’s important to me—and I will put my money where my heart is.”  So please consider it, would you?
Second Thing—Only Supporting the Church While We’re Alive
The second thing we know doesn’t work anymore is only supporting the church while we’re alive.  The church we have today was given to us by believers who came before us, which we will, in turn, give to those who come after us.  Our society is undergoing some serious changes, and we already know that most younger people will not support the church at the same level as their parents.  The best way to insure the continued ministry of this congregation and the larger Presbyterian Church is to provide for a continued source of funding now while we’re still here.  Here are just a couple ways we can continue to support the church after we’re gone:  we can tithe our estate to the church; or we can leave the same percentage of our estate as we give of our present income, which for the average Presbyterian is about 2.5%; we can endow a particular valued ministry in the church; or we can endow our pledge in order to provide a consistent source of support for the rest of time.  We may be gone, but with our help the church will still be here.
Third Thing—“It’s Between Me and God.”

The third thing we know doesn’t work anymore sounds the most spiritual, and for that very reason is the most dangerous.  It is the belief that my giving is “between me and God.”    It’s just not true.  Truth be known, it’s never been true.   
When we think about it, nothing at all in the Christian life is just “between me and God.”  Some say it about worship:  “I can worship God alone on a mountaintop just as easily as in church.”  I love one woman’s reply, “sure, but do you?”  
Presbyterians have understood this heresy from our very beginnings.  It is proclaimed subtly throughout our polity as well as our teachings.  Have you noticed that no one person or group of people can run a Presbyterian church?  We have an elaborate system of checks and balances that can drive us crazy sometimes, but that also protects us from others and ourselves.  We have known for a long time that left to our own devices, we will eventually make a mess.  
Ginger and I celebrate our 25th wedding anniversary in a couple months, but I have just recently discovered why God made wives for men.  You see, wives are very observant creatures and they are more than willing to share their observations with their husbands—even when their husbands don’t want to hear or know!  Recently I was sitting at the breakfast table preparing for another road trip, when Ginger came in and sat down next to me.  “Bob, I don’t want you to get upset or defensive...”  And I’m thinking, “Too late!  I am already upset and defensive—and I don’t even know what you’re going to say!”  Ginger continues, “…but aren’t you getting a little larger around the middle?”  In true masculine form, I suck in my stomach, shake my head and say, “noooo.”  I have put on a little weight lately—it’s hard to eat well on the road—but did she have to notice—and tell me that she noticed?!?  To be fair, Ginger loves me dearly and wants me to be around a long time.  This was a little encouragement to take it easy on the meals.  But do you see my point?  Every now and then, we all need someone to tell us those things we don’t want to hear, to help us see our blind spots so we don’t get sideswiped.  People who trust us enough to tell us the truth, who love us enough to endure our defensiveness.  Sometimes uncomfortable, sometimes painfully honest, these people are always necessary for genuine growth and maturity.  It is this interaction with other people—who agree and disagree with us—that protect us from our excesses and our rationalizations.  

God has placed us in the midst of a community of faith.  We are responsible for each other, accountable to each other.  We in the church depend on each other.  We know this.  It’s easy to forget when things are going well.  When a crisis arises, however, community becomes important.  The subject of money—wrought with discomfort and disease—can drive us apart or bring us together.  Guess which one God would prefer?
One Thing That Does Work
A few hours after meeting with the reporter, Thomas Edison found a working filament and invented the light bulb.  We know there are some things that do work.  We know that, too.  
Gratitude works.  The woman in our gospel story knew gratitude.  She made a public display of herself—an act as embarrassing then as now.  From other accounts, we learn that the ointment she offered to Jesus was reserved for her burial and cost a king’s ransom, yet she pours it freely on her Forgiver’s feet.  This public display of devotion made the invited guests uncomfortable, so the host tries to dismiss her.  

But gratitude is hard to dismiss.  For Jesus, this became an opportunity to increase the discomfort in the hopes of increasing the gratitude.  Jesus reminds us that we each have received much and have much to be grateful for.  Her gratitude for forgiveness, reveals what?  “Great love.”  You see, gratitude brings us closer to God and closer to one another.  Gratitude unlocks generosity, allowing extravagant displays of public devotion.  We know this works!
Meister Eckhart said, “If you said only one prayer in your life, ‘Thank You’ would suffice.”  Saying “thank you” works!  Let’s practice saying, “Thank you.”  Shout it loudly!  Say it quietly as to a loved one next to you.  And the light comes on!  Friends, we are all in this together.  Thanks be to God.  Thank you.  Now let’s get to work!

