“Straight Talk About Money”
 August 8, 2010

Dr. Kipp Wolfe

This is one of those fill in the blank tests.  The question is this: God enjoys ________________
A. Busting your chops.

B. Burning your tail in hell for eternity.

C. Seeing you live with guilt and despair.

D. Giving you the kingdom.

Today is another straight-talk sermon.  If you were here last Sunday you remember the sermon was “Straight talk about God.” Even though today the sermon is “Straight Talk About Money,” every sermon, as I said last Sunday, should be about God if it is a good sermon.  
Every sermon should also be straight talk.  We need to hear straight talk, don’t we, even though sometimes we might be a little afraid of hearing straight talk.  As I said last Sunday, if someone says to you, “May I be honest with you?” we think to ourselves, “Uh oh, here it comes, and it’s usually not good.”  
We admire straight talk, though.  As I was preparing for this sermon I thought about the presidents we have admired because of their straight talk.  
George Washington – “I never tell a lie.” 
Abraham Lincoln – “Honest Abe.”

At the first service last Sunday I shared a story that I didn’t at the second service. I’ll share it with you today.  This is perhaps my all-time favorite television commercial. If you’ve seen this commercial you might not even remember what product is being sold.  It is a commercial about Abe Lincoln. Have you seen it in the past few weeks?  
Mary Todd Lincoln is trying on a dress, Abe is standing behind her and she turns around to him and says “Does this make my backside look big?”  Now remember, we’re talking about Honest Abe here. He throws his hands up in the air. What can he say? After a moment’s silence, she looks around at him again and says, “Well?” Honest Abe replies, “Perhaps.” (And holds his thumb and index finger about an inch apart. Mary Todd Lincoln storms off. She’s mad because Honest Abe has indeed been honest.  
I don’t know that we would put Harry Truman in the same category with Lincoln and Washington. Remember, “Give ’em hell Harry” said, “I don’t give ’em hell, I just tell ‘em the truth and they think it’s hell!”  
Straight talk. I hope that if someone ever gives me a nickname instead of “give ’em hell Kipp,” it would be “give ‘em heaven, Kipp.” Remember last Sunday we discovered that straight talk about God was not a bad thing. Just the opposite, it was a good thing about a God who loves us, about a God who enjoys giving us the Kingdom.  
We catch a glimpse of heaven in what God shares with us.  Did you notice on the third page of the bulletin this morning there is a saying, “Money is one of God’s gifts to people.” My, but we have ambivalent feelings about money, don’t we?  On the one hand, we want to say if we have money we’ve been blessed by God. We know, in fact, that might or might not be the case.  We can feel guilty about having too much money; we can feel guilty about worrying about not having enough money. We can feel guilty about not sharing enough money. Remember one of the fill-in-the-blank choices to the question was “God enjoys seeing us live with guilt and despair!”  
Some of you will recognize the name William Styron. William Styron was a well-known author who died just a couple of years ago.  He wrote several award-winning novels.  In one of those novels, entitled “Set the House on Fire,” Styron talked about the horrible state of our country.  Now remember, we long for those “good old days,” those “happy days” of the 1950s. However, this was the setting for what Styron wrote, although it might certainly apply to us today. Listen, in the novel the father is talking to his son and says, 
“Peter these are miserable times…empty times…mediocre times… You can almost sniff the rot in the air.  And what is more, they are going to get worse…Sometimes I think this is just a nation of children…of childish little minds…What this great land of ours needs to happen to it…Something ferocious and tragic, like what happened to Jericho – something terrible I mean, son, so that when the people have been through hellfire and the crucible, and have suffered agony enough and grief, they’ll be men again, human beings, not a bunch of smug contented hogs rooting at the trough…We’ve got to start from scratch again, build from the ground floor up.  What has happened to this country would shame the Roman Empire at its lowest ebb…The common man has had his belly stuffed…He hadn’t grown in dignity or wisdom…He forswore his Creator, paying this kind of nasty mealy-mouthed lip service every Sunday to the true God while worshiping with all his heart nothing but the almighty dollar.”  

Does that not describe much of who we are now in this nation?  You will remember that Jesus had several warnings about the dangers of wealth.  In one of those scriptures he said it would be harder for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. The disciples were amazed by this because to the Jews wealth was a blessing from God.  My favorite author talks about this scripture and says, 

“The trouble with being rich is that since you can solve with your checkbook virtually all of the practical problems that bedevil ordinary people, you’re left in your leisure with nothing but the great human problems to contend with . . . how to be happy; how to be loved; how to find meaning and purpose in your life. In desperation, the rich are continually led to believe they can solve these problems too with their checkbooks.”  This is what presumably led Jesus to remark one day that for a rich man to get to heaven is about as easy as it is to drive a Cadillac through a revolving door.”  

John Wesley understood that wealth could be a blessing if it is shared.  Remember Wesley’s admonition, “Earn all you can.  Save all you can.  Give all you can.”  I would add one other thing to Wesley’s admonition, “Earn all you can.  Save all you can, give all you can and receive all you can.”  

I’ve asked James Howard if he will help me with this part of the sermon. James, will you come up here now?  I would like to tell you that James and I haven’t worked anything out ahead of time, but we actually have.  James has these big old hands. I don’t know if you know or not, but James used to play football at least 10 or 15 years ago at Oklahoma State. I wanted to make sure that James could get his hand down in this vase, so I asked him to do that, and I’ll ask him to do it again.  If you would, please, reach down there and get that penny out of the vase.  Now, make a fist and clinch your fist just as tightly as you can. Are you right handed or left handed?  Use your right hand. This penny has miraculously changed in to a coin that is very rare. I’m going to say it’s worth 40 million dollars. It’s the only one of its kind.  Now with your fist clenched, James, reach down in there…doesn’t work, does it?  Thank you; give James a hand.  

We can clench our fists so tightly, holding onto our possessions that we are unable to share.  But we can clench our fists so tightly that we are unable to open our hands to receive the blessings that God would share with us.  

A part of the challenge seems to be this: open your hands, open your minds. You have to have an open mind to receive what God offers.  We are called to love God with all of our heart, soul, strength and mind.  If you have a closed mind, you can’t receive all that God offers.  Open your hearts.  Open your hearts to share, but certainly open your hearts to receive.  
Jesus talks about purses that never wear out, and I’m always fascinated by this. You know, guys, we might or might not even have or carry a billfold. If we have a billfold it’s in our pocket, or maybe we’ll keep it somewhere in the car. Women’s purses are a different deal, aren’t they? They are kind of a fashion accessory.  Some of you guys might not realize this, but did you know that you can go to Dillard’s and spend $300, $400, $500 dollars on a purse?  Imagine spending that much on a billfold, guys. Even these purses, the ones that cost $500 or a $1,000, they’ll eventually wear out.  They might even become out of fashion. Jesus spoke about purses that never wear out.  Listen to what Jesus said, “Make purses for yourselves that will never wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven.”

I conducted a funeral service a few weeks ago for Charlie McKee’s mother. As the family told me stories about Charlie’s mother when I met with the family before the service, I chose a scripture that I had never read before at a funeral service.  It was the scripture about treasure in heaven.  Our treasure in heaven is love. Charlie’s mother understood that with her own family and friends.  Treasure is not money. It’s not a purse that wears out.  It’s not owning land. Our treasure in heaven is love, and as followers of Christ, that is our purse, that is our proudest possession.

In a little bit we’re going receive the offering.  Think about how different that is from anything else we hear in the “ideal world.”  Get all you can, while you can.”  “Look out for number one.”  “The one with the most toys wins.”  “Take, take, take, take, take.”  Then we come to this place and the words are not take but give and receive.  

We will have a prayer for the offering, we call it the prayer of consecration, to make the offering holy in God’s sight. We will consecrate our offerings best when we give them away for love.  Remember what Paul said, “If I give away all I have and even if I deliver my body to be burned but have not love, I gain nothing.”  
One time Suzanne and I were visiting in another church, another denomination. There was a baptismal service. A couple brought a little baby forward. The mother had grown up in the church. but this young father had never been baptized.  As the little baby was baptized, so also this young father was baptized.  The minister asked him some questions.  He asked him some questions about being a good father to this baby and then he said, “As a Christian will you by your prayers, your presence, by your support and by your gifts you promise to support the church with these things?”  This young father said, “Yes, I promise to do that.”  
I know nothing about that young father. I had never seen him before nor have I seen him since.  But something about the look in his eyes that day tells me he kept those promises about raising his little child and about his support and his prayers for his church.  
I don’t know how long it’s been since some of you have made those promises, but I see the same look in your eyes.  A part of the mystery of faith is this; it is not only believing in God, it is also believing in each other.
The living Christ still says to us “Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid of how bad the economy might get.  Don’t be afraid of the super viruses.  Don’t be afraid of terrorists.  Don’t be afraid. Live with faith. Live with confidence.  We trust God and we trust each other, but the good news of the gospel is this; God trusts us.  God trusts us enough to give us the kingdom.  Amen    

