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Giving Treasure, Then Heart

Luke 12:32-40
There’s something about driving that makes me think about my diet. This is especially true when I’m driving alone. When I’m in the car, with time to think about it, I get really honest with myself. “You know,” John, “you really need to start exercising more. And you need to drink more water and eat less sugar. And Sarah’s does sell coffee and not just ice cream, you know.” And then, when I feel the need to stop for a break, I will walk into a convenience store and make my purchases. Another one liter diet coke, a candy bar and something salty. And then, with these new purchases resting beside me, I will return to thinking about how I’m going to do something about my decision to make healthier choices. “Just as soon as I get out of this car, when I can do something about it,” I’ll think to myself, “I’m going to change my ways and start doing better.”

My doctor has even talked to me about it. He always tells me that I know what I need to do and that perhaps I just need to start doing it, even if I don’t feel like it yet. (Which, I presume, also includes going to the doctor.) What he’s trying to get me to do is act my way into a new way of thinking rather than try to get me to think my way into a new way of acting.

That’s what Jesus seems to be calling for in our passage from Luke’s Gospel. But before we look at that too closely, let me share something that I believe deeply. I believe that most people in the church want to grow closer to God. They want to grow in their faith. They want to know that their life matters and that they are giving themselves to something important, and most people in the church want to give themselves away for the sake of the gospel.

I believe this in part because I am often asked by church folks what they can do about their desire to grow closer to God. Most of the time, the people already know. They are like me talking to my doctor about making healthier choices. They know what to do but for one reason or another they aren’t doing it.
I suspect that most of you have seen the new sign for the new doctor’s office at the corner of Boyers Road and East Market Street. I don’t know how it recognizes my car, but every time I drive by the scrolling message rolls around to this question: “Do you know what your cholesterol level is?” It’s almost as if my mother and Alayne have teamed up to stand on that corner just to ask me about it. My reactions to that scrolling question run the gamut from gratefulness at the reminder to get checked out to anger that it’s pestering me yet again to heart-felt reflection on what I need to do at that very moment to grow healthier.
The rest of this sermon will probably be like that sign to you, because like it or not the message is scrolling around to money again today. Jesus, you see, can’t stop talking about money. He seems obsessed with it, especially in Luke’s Gospel. Every time you turn around Jesus is talking about money.

Which, of course, begs the question: If Jesus talked about money so much, why doesn’t the church talk about it? I guess I should really ask why I don’t talk about it more? This question is especially live since Jesus tells us in no uncertain terms that you can’t separate your heart and your treasure. They always end up together.
While I won’t presume to answer for others, I can tell you why I have resisted preaching about money very often over my years of ministry. In a word, it’s fear. But if you examine that fear, you’ll see it split off in two directions.

First, I’m afraid that people will look at my words about money as nothing more than a fundraising gig to bolster the church’s budget. In other words, I have been hindered by my fear that you would think I am only acting as a pitchman for the church budget, that my words were somehow nothing more than a call for you to make sure the light bills are paid, not to mention the pastors’ salaries.
The only way past that fear was to look at Jesus. As we said, he talked about money all the time, but when he did, it wasn’t about raising money to meet an arbitrary church budget. He didn’t tell his listeners to hold up the church bulletin so that they could see that their giving wasn’t enough to meet the budget. No, he talked about money because he cared about us, and he knew that what we do with our money affects who we are spiritually. It affects our hearts, and what God wants from us is an undivided heart. Jesus wants us to give because he knows that where we give, our hearts will follow, and Jesus wants our hearts.

But the second part of that fear that kept me silent had more to do with the anxiety I share with the larger culture. I am no different from the many of you who lie awake nights wondering if you are saving enough money for your children to go to college or to retire or to make the purchases that are necessary today. I think about the housing market and the wild fluctuations in the stock market and I wonder if the money is going to last. Throw in unexpected expenses and worries about braces and medical bills and it’s easy to get crippled by the fear that there isn’t enough to give the way I want to, and to ask others to do so seemed fake. In part, my own giving record had become so sloppy and sporadic that even though we were giving a fairly large amount, it was done without much thought or any sacrifice.

That’s not an easy confession to make, but I had to stare into the ugly truth. I was protecting you from Jesus because I had been protecting myself. I didn’t let you hear what Jesus had to say about your money, because in order for you to hear it, I would have to hear it too.

So here’s what Jesus is saying to us today about our money:  What we do with our treasure determines what sort of people we will become.

Now most of us get that backwards. We talk about giving from our hearts, and we say that you can tell where your heart is by where you spend your money. But Jesus puts it the other way, and he does so in the form of a promise. Give your treasure to the place where you want your heart to be, and Jesus promises you that your heart will catch up.

So today I want to ask you to do something specific in response to this sermon. I want you to think about what sort of a person—what sort of a disciple—you really want to be. And then ask yourself what that sort of disciple would do. Ask yourself how you would spend your money and your time and everything else. Then, do what you would do if you were that sort of a person. Put your treasure where your heart wants to be, and Jesus promises, your heart will catch up.

So that’s your assignment. Figure out where you want your heart to be, and then act as if it’s already there. Your heart will catch up.
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