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Sermon:  1 Samuel 3: 1-10 (11-20); Year B (The Call to Give)

“Speak, for your servant is listening.”  These are the words that have been on one side of our marquee this past week.  “Speak, for your servant is listening.”  
Because it is not just priests that God speaks to.  It’s to all of us.  It may not be an audible voice, as with Samuel.  At times we may be uncertain whether it is really God or just us, but there are other times when we feel confident that God is speaking to us.  That what we hear God calling us to do is consistent with everything that we know of God.  Through Scripture, through church teaching, through our gift of reason, rooted in our conscience.
In the late 1980s I was asked to serve on vestry and agreed to do so.  Generally I was pretty quiet at vestry meetings.  I always thought they went on far too long, and I really didn’t want to make them last still longer.  But I had this idea of how our parish should change, and I couldn’t shake the conviction that it was God’s will for us.

Our parish was relatively wealthy, in a suburb of the San Francisco Bay area.  Our budget was over $800,000, and pledged income continued to grow every year.  For years I was frustrated because so little was allocated to outreach.  But now I was on the vestry, and I had the chance to say something about it.
I was convinced that God was calling us to be a tithing parish.  Where 10% of our operating budget would be a “first-fruits” offering to God, going directly to outreach.  To support the poor, the oppressed, the needy.  The folks described by Jesus in his parable of the sheep and the goats.  “ . . . for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”

Further, I didn’t want us to play games with our tithe.  I didn’t want to allocate so much of the rector’s salary to outreach, or of the associate’s salary, or of our diocesan assessment.  I wanted it to be just money spent on the needy, where those served would be the first to say that it was truly spent on outreach, not on administration.

I didn’t think it would be too difficult a sell to the vestry and clergy.  After all, some time ago we had been a tithing parish.  We just drifted away.  And there were many that had a heart for outreach.  So I put together a short Bible study for part of the vestry meeting.  The OT roots.  How the Law of Moses protected the poor, the Year of Jubilee, the gleaning of the fields.
Then the NT.  Jesus’ continuous advocacy for the poor, the disadvantaged, the oppressed.  Jesus tells us, “Give, and it will be given to you.  A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.”

I didn’t stop with Scripture.  I went to the Venerable Bede’s History of the English Church and People.  Completed in the year 731.  In it he tells of letters written from Augustine, Bp of the Church of Canterbury, to Gregory, the Pope in Rome.  I love the first question that Augustine wrote to Gregory, a three-parter that is timeless:  What is to be the relationship between the bishop and his clergy?  What are the functions of a bishop in his church?  And how are the offerings made by the faithful at the altar to be apportioned?
Gregory’s answer about offerings?  “ . . . it is the custom of the Apostolic See to instruct all newly consecrated bishops that all money received is to be allocated under four heads:  one for the bishop and his household, for hospitality and other commitments; another for the clergy; a third for the poor; and a fourth for the upkeep of churches.”

I don’t think it too big a stretch to say Pope Gregory was thinking of four equal allotments.  The point I made to my fellow vestrypersons was that the poor have gotten short-changed since then.  (By the way, this tradition of 25% for the bishop, let’s just keep that to ourselves.  I’d really hate for Bp Mathes to think that the Mission Share should be more than the 10-20% he’s after!)
Before finalizing a resolution to become a tithing parish, I asked our rector what he thought.  He was a friend, and I was convinced that in his heart he agreed with me.  But at the vestry meeting he said that he couldn’t support it.
I was shaken.  I said that I couldn’t go forward without the support of our clergy, and withdrew the resolution I had proposed.  But I never stopped believing that it was God’s will for us.

Now its 20 years later, and I’m the rector.  And while I’m keenly aware of the financial difficulties, I still think I am right on this.  That God calls us, as a parish, to tithe our operating income to outreach.
Unfortunately the money has to come from somewhere, and there are a lot of fixed expenses in operating a church.  And looking at Max Bardo’s budget, I saw that there was no way to do this without adjusting clergy salaries.  So one day after saying Morning Prayer with Fr. Michael, I spoke with him about this.  Asking if he would be willing to take a cut in salary, with me, to enable St. Paul’s to become a tithing parish.  He agreed that we should do this; that we should lead by example.  So I asked Max to put together a “first fruits” budget, with 10% going to outreach, reducing our salaries to make it work.  He came back with a budget that made a 10% cut, in our salaries and in many programs.
Max and I presented this to the vestry in December.  There was some surprise, but also a lot of enthusiasm.  I read them a section from The Vestry Handbook, by Christopher Webber:  “And, finally, the vestry must practice stewardship with the resources it is given.  Money must be used carefully within the parish, and the needs of others should have a high priority.  Some of the strongest language in Jesus’ teaching has to do with the needs of the poor (Mt 25:31-46) [the sheep and the goats] . . . The vestry can hardly ask others to practice stewardship if it hoards all its resources for its own parish.”
 
One of the vestry members asked about my pledge.  I said that the adjustment was to make St Paul’s a tithing parish, and that didn’t change my personal responsibility.  Fr Michael and I both tithe our church salaries, and that wouldn’t change.  I did point out, however, the silver lining for us.  That since our salaries were going down, our tithes would be less:)
My own story of getting to the tithe is an interesting and protracted battle.  Money was always an issue for me.  But I have learned enough to realize that there is something freeing, something right, about being generous with the poor.  And there is something else that I have learned, that means a lot to me.  Paulette is willing to be with me in this.  Even to the point of getting a job!  Now there is true love:)
Last week while I was working on the parish budget, a woman in our congregation walked into my office and sat down to talk with me.  About her pledge.  I’ll call her Nan, but that’s not her real name.  She was elderly, not in the best of health, and feisty as they come.  Now in truth I love women like this.  After all, I married a feisty woman.
Nan told me that it had been a hard year financially and that she was thinking about reducing her pledge.  I said that most of us had been hit hard.  She then asked me, point-blank, how much I had lost.  I was a bit taken aback by her directness, but I told her the truth.  That our retirement investments had dropped by about 50%.  I went on to say that I hoped she wouldn’t reduce her pledge because our current budget has a deficit of $90,000.
What she said next surprised me.  She asked me how much of an increase in giving would it take to balance the budget.  I started to do some calculations in my head, saying that the average pledge was about $2000 per year.  But before I could finish she asked, “Would $3000 balance it?”  I continued doing some calcs, but realized that yes, a $3000 average donation to St. Paul’s would work.  But I told Nan not to fill out her pledge card yet.  To wait until I preached today, then decide.

I went back and worked on the budget some more.  I met with Fr Michael and the wardens and Max, our treasurer.  We figured out that if Fr Michael and I reduce our salaries by 15%, rather than 10%, and we make some additional cuts in staff salaries, we could get the deficit down to $55,100.  And this means that, to balance our operating budget, you all would need to increase your giving to St Paul’s by 25%.  Not if you already tithe, of course.  And not as much as the 50% that Nan suggested.
So, please be generous.  We ask that you pray about this, fill out your pledge cards, and place them in the offering plate today or next Sunday.  If you have already submitted your pledge, but would like to increase it based on what you heard today, we would be most grateful.  If you have never pledged before, but support where we are going, please pledge $1 and give whatever you like in addition.  But please pledge something, just to show your support.
And, finally, there are a few of you out there who have been having an interesting and protracted battle with the tithe for years, but haven’t yet taken the plunge.  I don’t mean that you need to tithe to the church.  I mean give it away to whatever charitable organizations you want to support.  It would be nice for some to come to St Paul’s, but the main thing is being good stewards of the blessings we have been given.  Starting to tithe is a bit like being an alcoholic and deciding to give up booze.  The very idea seems dreadful, and once on course it takes a while to adjust.  But in the end there is freedom, and abundant life.

Before you pledge, pray, thinking about the words on both sides of our marquee this past week.  “God has given us everything.  What is our response?”  And on the other side:  “Speak, for your servant is listening.”
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