"Salvation Has Come"

Luke 19:1-10

Bob Sheldon

October 19, 2003
I couldn't hear their conversation, but the situation was painfully clear.  A mother and young daughter were sitting about halfway back in the sanctuary.  As the ushers passed the offering plates, mom held the plate for her daughter to put in her quarter.  But the little girl did not want to give up that quarter.  Mom's head ducks down to whisper in her daughter's ear, to which the little girl shook her head quickly and firmly.  Two strong women locked in a battle of the wills.  Then, holding the offering plate in one hand, mom grabs that little hand and pries back her fingers--until the silver coin fell sadly into the plate.

I sat there observing this scene, first hurting for both females, and then realizing a great truth:   this is how many people feel during the annual budget campaign.  It can feel like a battle of wills.  The pastor and his cohorts try to pry back our fingers to get to our wallets and checkbooks while we sit, fists clenched, resolute and firm against all assaults—a battle of wills and hearts.

No one likes to have their money taken from them.  People that do this usually end up in prison--or elected public office.  Yes, taxes are taken from us—and many of us don't like it.  This is just one of the reasons people despised Zaccheus.  Not only was he a tax collector—he was rich.  He became rich from the suffering of the Jewish people using the power of a foreign government.  

Poor, Rich Zaccheus

Zaccheus sold out his nation and his people.  He did whatever it took to get ahead.  Gaining all that money, he thought that it would bring happiness, prestige, and security.  But the money didn’t do the trick.  Instead of happiness, he found himself isolated and alone.  Money may buy you admiration, but, in the words of John, Paul, George and Ringo:  “money can’t buy me love.”

Let’s not be too hard on poor, rich Zaccheus.  He wasn’t that different from us.  We, too, are willing to do almost anything to get ahead and get more money.  Money has become our decision-maker.  We live in a culture in which we are told, “If you want it, and can afford it, you can get it.  In fact, you deserve whatever you can afford.”  Unfortunately, this cultural thinking gets into trouble, with credit card debt and that sense of desperation debt can bring.  

It’s in those little decisions we make along the way.  Claude Godwin is the head of Mission Funding for our denomination and his daughter and her husband bought their first house this year.  Asking all those good fatherly questions like, “Did you have the house checked out” and “Can you afford it,” his daughter responded, “We could afford a bigger house, but Brian says we have to tithe.”  It is the decisions we make everyday that determine what we can and cannot do later.  

Then Zaccheus met Jesus.  And it changed his life.  He looked around to see what he could give in response, and said, “Hey, I have all this money.  I want to give my money.”  In Jesus, he found what he was looking for.  What his money couldn’t buy, Jesus gave freely.  Love came to Zaccheus—and he was excited.  This is the heart of the story.  What did he give?  Zaccheus gave his most prized possession—his money.

How Much Do We Give To God?

How do we figure out how much to give back to God?  Three guys were discussing it one Sunday morning.  The first one says, “I convert my paycheck to cash and draw a circle on the floor.  Then I throw the cash up in the air and let it fall over the circle.  Whatever fall inside the circle belongs to God.”  The second says, “My system is similar, except when I throw the money in the air, God gets what falls outside the circle.”  The third one replies, “My system is easier than both of yours.  I just throw it up in the air, and whatever God catches, God can keep!”

There are a lot of systems to figure out how much we should give back to God.  I believe the place to begin is with percentages.  There are a couple reasons for this.  First is that it makes our giving proportional with our income.  Second, percentage gives come first.  Think about it for a minute.  When we decide to give an amount, we figure out our income and then deduct our expenses—house payments, car payments, etc.—and then see how much is left over.  Then we ask, “How much of the leftovers do we want to give to God?”  Instead, a percentage gift begins at the beginning, asking, “What percentage of our income do we need to give back to God?”  Giving a percentage forces us to begin with the important questions—remember the story of Brian and Cathy buying their house—rather than just giving the leftovers.  

From the time we married, Ginger and I give ten percent of our income to God.  You may not begin at ten—which the Bible calls “a tithe.”  You may give less; you may give more.  The important thing is to begin somewhere.  Determine a percentage of your income—and do the math!  

The issue then arises:  what constitutes income?  As a minister, this has been one of our sticking points for many years.  There are so many categories and extra funds that show up in my package.  This is where Ginger and I often disagree.  Many couples struggle with this issue.

I had dinner with a couple in Montana who shared that they give over 20% of their income to the church.  I think they saw the look of amazement in my eyes because they quickly explained their reasoning.  “We’re retired and everything is paid for—house, cars, everything,” they said, “so don’t draw out that much income from our investments.  To only give a tithe of this would be an embarrassment to us and to God.  And besides, we get so much joy seeing that money do some good.”  That’s beautiful, isn’t it?  This is what we’re talking about.  Tithe is not a mandate—it’s a guide.  For some, it would be impossible.  For others, it would be an embarrassment.  Figuring out how much we can give each year gives us a chance to remember and realign our values.  

The actual percentage is not the point.  The point is the benefits of proportional giving.  How do we return to the Giver enough so that we can say, "all that we have and are is God's”? In order to say that, our giving must somehow become sacrificial.  We shall not give to God gifts that cost us nothing.

We Give Because We Want To!

Zaccheus did not give half of his estate to the poor because he had to.  He did it because he experienced something in this Jesus that changed his life.  Where he had felt rejected and alienated, he experienced accepted and connected.  With Jesus, he felt ten feet tall!  And he expressed his joy using something had been his obsession and now was seen for its true importance.  The stuff he had accumulated would now be used to help those Jesus loved.  Salvation has come.  Zaccheus didn’t “buy” salvation—he confirmed it in generous, even extravagant response.   I know a couple here in Denver who has given half their estate to the Presbyterian Church.  I had the privilege of sitting with them when they look at each other and said, “Yes, this is what we want to do,” and committed over $1million to something they value.

My wife, Ginger, recently celebrated a significant birthday—one of those ending in a zero.  I had to get her a gift, didn't I?  Of course, I had to give her a gift.   But I couldn't wait!  I wanted to get her something super special.  Not because I had to, but because I love her.  Her gift represents 23 years of wonderful marriage, of being my best friend.  I had to buy her a gift, but wanted to do it.  And I did spend more than I had to.  I spent it gladly--I gave to her because I love her.

When we give extravagant gifts like this, we experience the “Zaccheus principle.”  To hoard isolates and leaves us alone.  To give in response to God’s infinite gift brings “salvation,” a wholeness and connectedness that money can’t buy.  

It’s Simple—But Not Easy!

A man goes to see the doctor about his wife’s condition.  The doctor tells him, “Your wife’s condition is serious—but curable.  She will need special care.  She needs a healthy breakfast, a nice lunch and dinner, but shouldn’t tax herself with cooking them.  She needs to minimize her stress so you will need to take care of most household responsibilities.  Your wife needs to feel loved, so you must be especially affectionate in the evenings.  Do these things and your wife will get well.”  The man contemplates this diagnosis on his way home.  When he  arrives, his wife asks him, “what did the doctor say?”  The man gently sets his wife down on the couch and, looking into her eyes, he says, “I’m sorry, honey.  The doctor said you’re going to die.”

We know what we need to do to live.  We know what we need to give for the church to thrive.  It’s simple—but not easy.  It requires commitment and decision.  It demands follow through.

Give Joyfully Today

No one is going to pry back your fingers today.  If you can’t say “no,” does your “yes” mean anything?  Beginning next week, the visitors will come to your homes to deliver your commitment cards.  If you can't make a commitment with love in your heart and excitement for the future, keep your card until you can.   We want to encourage people who have experienced the unconditional grace of this loving God, and want to express their gratitude and love in a tangible way.  This is “happy money.”  This is how salvation comes.
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