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My name is Bob Schaal and I’m here today to speak with you about ‘Giving’ as we enter into our traditional time of making a ‘Giving Pledge’ to the Lord for the coming year.  As most of you know I took on the mantle of Stewardship Chairman at St. Paul’s 2 years ago when asked to do so by Fr. Tom.  This was at the time of our ‘Split’ and shortly before his retirement.  Because of my friendship and respect for Fr. Tom, and my eagerness to do whatever I could for St. Paul’s at that critical time, I accepted the position with fear and trembling, knowing in my heart how totally unqualified and ill-equipped I felt  to speak to anyone about money, giving, and the Church.
I felt fear and trembling because I had struggled for years with the giving of money to the Church, with making a commitment to give, and with the teaching of the tithe. Tithing is, of course, the biblical, historical and traditional norm of returning as a Holy Offering to God 10% of what He has given us.  My giving as a Christian was dominated by great inconsistency because it was governed almost entirely by my emotions, my perceived needs, and my selfishness.  As a result I would give generously when I felt good about my life, good about God and the Church I was attending.  On the other hand I gave little or nothing when angry about the way things were going, when I wanted a new toy for myself, when I felt insecure about the future, or simply needed what we sometimes call, ‘shopping therapy’.  
I felt fear and trembling because deep in my heart I knew there was something very wrong about my profession of Christian faith and the way I handled my finances.  I was fully aware of God’s call to all of his children to give generously to all who ask and to tithe regularly to Him through the Church I attended.

I felt fear and trembling as well because I knew that unless I began to deal with my own difficulties regarding my professed faith and money I could not speak to others about giving without being a hypocrite, someone who urges others to do one thing, while I did another.  I realized at that time that I was going to have to enter into a personal struggle and begin to face my own selfish and self-centered approach to giving in the new context of being a leader, setting an example, and most importantly facing the fact that I was a selfish and self-centered child of an all loving and generous God.
God had graciously blessed me with new life like I’d never known before, in place of 20+ years of depression and obsession with death and suicide.  He had blessed me with a loving, devoted and generous wife, blessed me with financial stability unlike any I’d ever known, and my response was to selfishly fail to return to God some small percentage of His financial gifts and blessing to me with gratitude, consistency, and generosity.  As I pondered these things I realized that I was not in danger of becoming a hypocrite in the future, but that I had already become one.  Though I professed gratitude to God with my mouth, I did not do it through my actions and deeds as they related to money.  I realized as well that my wife, Mary, had been doing her best to help me in this regard and that the inspiration and guidance she provided in this area had been crucial in preventing me from falling even deeper into sin.

The result was that I immediately pledged to St. Paul’s and began to give the percentage of my income that God was calling me to give.  And so I became the Stewardship Chair at St. Paul’s and took from what I knew and had learned up to that point in my life and began to share it as best I could with you all.  At that time all that was asked of me by God and my conscience was to put into practice what I already knew and had, with irregularity, previously done from time to time.  Over the last two years I have learned a great deal more, some of which I have shared with you in the past.
The point I wish to make at this time is quite simple:  It is often easy for me to make excuses for my behavior and sincerely believe in them.  My lack of commitment and inconsistency in giving was not due to my thumbing my nose at God and the teachings of scripture; but had its source in my own blindness and ability to justify my actions in my own eyes.
I avoided questioning the part that money played in my life for so many years because I simply couldn’t imagine living on any less than I had.  In part, this is because money not only allows all of us to meet our basic needs such as food, shelter, clothing, transportation and cleaning supplies; it can enslave us as it empowers sin to make me and my desires, rather than God, the center of my life.  Money allows me to live where I want, eat what I want, wear what I want, to travel when, where and how I want, and ultimately to acquire whatever I want whenever I want it.  In the end, money used selfishly and improperly enslaves us to the desires that arise within us while hiding our enslavement to self-gratification under the guise of perceived freedom,  and the gratifying illusion of having control over our own life and destiny.  What then becomes of our trust and faith in God as our provider?
It is this potential for money to enslave us by giving us whatever we ‘want’ that Jesus was talking about when he says (Luke 16:13):  "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 

Paul also writes about this (1Tim. 6:6-10):  But godliness with contentment is great gain. 7 For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. 8 But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. 9 People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. 10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

Now, I can’t go on without ensuring that one thing is made perfectly clear; money itself is in no way evil or bad.  Money is a tool for good in the hands of those whose heart’s desire is to worship and follow God because it allows us to meet our real needs, to provide help and be a blessing to others who are in need or want, to further the work of God’s Kingdom through his Church and much, much more.  Placed at the foot of the Cross and put into use by those with a godly heart, money can be a blessing to all who have it and to all who receive it.
 ‘Filling out a pledge card for the coming year’ and ‘making a commitment to God to give substantially and with regularity’ has in just the last few weeks, come to mean freedom and joy to me as God has brought me through my questions and struggles.  This struggle was not easy for me, but as a result God has blessed my prayers and honored my struggle.  He has set me free from the tight grip that money and selfishness have had on my heart for the best part of my 61 years.  What began as a struggle has become a new freedom within.  
As Mary and I enter into making a prayerful commitment to God regarding our pledge to St. Paul’s for this next year we can do so knowing that if our financial circumstances change in these troubled times that we will have no problem making the appropriate adjustments.  This is because we give as a percentage of our income and not a fixed amount.  Should some catastrophe strike us I know for myself and say to you all as I have so often said before, “God asks us to give generously from what we have, and not from what we do not have.”  The clincher here, is that fear and insecurity can sometimes make ‘what I have’ appear to be ‘what I do not have’.  Learning to truly trust God with my finances has helped me make the distinction between ‘what I have’ and ‘what I do not have’ with greater honesty and clarity.
Today is the first Sunday after Epiphany, which was last Tuesday the 6th.  Today we celebrate the baptism and anointing of Jesus with the Holy Spirit and power, and those powerful words of God spoken over him, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  We celebrate God’s sending His Son out into public ministry, acknowledging him as the Christ, the Messiah and Emmanuel – God with us.  It is the moment in Jesus’ life when he ceased to live as the eldest son of Mary and Joseph of Nazareth and began a new life following His Heavenly Father and him alone. It is this beginning and the ministry and teaching that followed which we shall continue to celebrate during this season.  It is also the season in which we celebrate and often reaffirm our own baptismal vows, our own time of saying goodbye to the old life of enslavement to sin and entering a new life where following God and Christ becomes our heart’s desire.
This is also the New Year, a time for many to make resolutions for the coming year and a time of new beginnings for all of us in as much as we choose to make it so.
Today, in our reading from the prophet Isaiah, we heard these words concerning the Messiah, “(that he will)… open eyes that are blind, free captives from prison, and release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness.”  In as much as fear, lack of money, or insecurity assails us all, it is my prayer for all of us that we might be strengthened within to fight and struggle with those things that trap and ensnare us.  I pray that God would strengthen us in adversity and in every aspect of our lives so that we might enter into his rest with confidence and trust in him to meet our needs and provide for us in body, mind and spirit as we enter this New Year.  I cannot thank God enough for what he has done for me, and I pray that both in large ways and small that we all might find new freedom this year in every aspect of our lives.
