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Making Spiritual Sense of Money
Scott Cormode
Every Christian leader will at some point have to face the money question.  Most do it with tremendous ambivalence.  Pastors don’t like preaching about money and church boards don’t like having to balance the budget.  Yet money remains an important topic.  And it keeps getting harder to come by.  Giving within my own (Presbyterian) denomination, for instance, has dropped to a fraction of what it was a generation ago.  It is not surprising, then, to hear church leaders talk about the monetary crisis that our churches face.


What is surprising is the reason for the crisis.  Denominational leaders have for years claimed that the crisis stemmed from factors beyond their control.  Some called it a back-lash against a principled stance on civil rights.
  Others blamed socio-demographic categories like the facts that women were entering the workforce and Baby Boomers were having fewer babies. And a few simply claim that the selfishness of consumer culture is winning out. But these amount to little more than defensive reasoning The problem with the claims is not that they are wrong; it’s that they are not useful.
  Women may be working, but they are not the source of our problems.  Denominations did take a principled stand on civil rights, but that did not alienate a generation of Americans as these leaders claim.  The root of the crisis, according to the most sophisticated scholarship on American religion, is pastors like you and me. “The current financial crisis is, in fact, a spiritual crisis,” researcher Robert Wuthnow discovered. “The problem lies less in parishioners’ pocketbooks than in their hearts and less in churches budgets than in clergy’s understanding of…their members’ lives.”
  The crisis exists because the people who speak for God have not provided a Christian perspective on the issues that matter most to the people of God.  Let me be clear.  Neither Wuthnow nor I have any interest in blaming clergy.  The goal instead is to name a dilemma that pastor like you and me regularly face as we minister to God’s people.


Wuthnow interviewed pastors and listened to laypeople talk about money.  He found that clergy could talk about the plight of the poor and could pray for the needy across the sea.  But these same ministers were surprisingly inarticulate when describing the everyday lives of their own parishioners.  Ministers were more likely to talk about symbolic issues like funding for the National Endowment for the Arts than they were to address the pressures their own members experience at work and at home.  Wuthnow found that lay “people are much more concerned about how to work responsibly” than they are about the latest volley in the culture wars.  The lay leaders he interviewed told him that “their churches do little to help them understand work, money, and personal finances from a Christian perspective.”  Thus, he concluded, “The clergy must do a better job of relating theology to everyday life.”
  Helping pastors figure out how to make that connection is a significant goal of this book.

Money is, of course, only the tip of the iceberg.  There are a host of related issues that characterize the lives that most church members lead.  Wuthnow heard people talk about the pressures that weigh on families – “pressures of working harder to make ends meet, worries about retaining one’s job, lack of time for one’s self and one’s family, marital strains associated with two-career households, and the incessant demands of advertising and the marketplace.”
 TIME magazine documented these concerns with a pair of insightful articles in the mid-1990s.  One article started out rather optimistically.  “In every way that can be measured,” the magazine reported, “Americans are living much better than” they did in the 1970s.
  People own more things and enjoy more luxuries.  But the article documents a more ominous trend as well.  People also feel far more insecurity.  One woman talked about a mortgage, car payments, credit card debt, and wanting to “help with college for the kids.”  She confessed, “I worry a lot about what’s going to happen.”  Americans may have more stuff, but they are a lot more fearful too.  And fear is a deeply spiritual category, one that cries out for theological interpretation.

Unfortunately, the theological categories we have learned do not help us address this fear.  Sermons tend either to scold people for their vain-glorious ways or to dismiss their fears by telling them to “consider the lilies of the field.”
  But the TIME article makes it hard to justify either of those interpretations. “Rising standards of living, to many, mean largely an increase in the number of things they ‘must’ buy.”  And just when we think that we have heard this story, the magazine says more.  “This is not crass materialism; many of the new musts are not goods but services – medical insurance, day care for young children, college tuition for teenagers – which have rocketed in price.”  The sermon on vain-glorious accumulation will not work because no one is going to say college is a luxury item or that medical insurance is just another way to indulge the baser instincts.  And Wuthnow’s clergy are not sure what to say about the fact that, according to TIME, “so many people feel they are working harder and harder just to keep up.”
   We need better categories for interpreting money and material things.

A companion article in TIME told a similar story without the big statistics.  It documented the life of a single mother who was living with these pressures.
  Lori is in her mid-thirties and has a one year old son named Sam. She owns her own home and manages an auto repair shop. Time is as important to her as money.  “The week before Sam was born,” she says, “I washed every piece of clothing there was, including what I was wearing,” and ruefully concludes, “That was the last time the laundry was caught up.”  She’s been racing ever since. “I used to be a list maker….And now I don’t even have time to make lists.”  That’s why she admits, “Some nights I could scream and cry and have a nervous breakdown.” There are just too many concerns to juggle. Lori’s mother, Doris, cares for Sam during the days, giving up her retirement years because, as the article reports, “she thought about what matters most to her, [saying] ‘I knew it would make me tired…but what’s more important than my grandson?’”  Doris worries not only for her daughter and grandson, she also frets about her own mother, who resides in a nursing home.  These are the pressures that Wuthnow found to be common among the people who belong to our churches.  And these are the concerns that demand spiritual meaning.


These are, unfortunately, exactly the topics about which American clergy have surprisingly little to say, according to the pastors that Wuthnow interviewed.  “Faced with this dilemma” of mounting pressures on their time and money, Wuthnow found, Americans turn “in large numbers to the churches to find help.  Yet the churches don’t seem to be making much of a difference.”
 The pastors that Wuthnow interviewed reported that they are not sure what to say, so they avoid the uncomfortable topic of money as much as possible.  

Why then do clergy have so little to say about money?  One problem is that the interpretations pastors have learned over the years do not help them understand and interpret Lori’s life.  The dominant interpretations about money involve condemning materialism and scolding selfishness – tropes that we have already established don’t apply to worries about colleague tuition, health insurance, and nursing home care.  But the interpretations carry tremendous weight, if only because there are no other categories for interpreting money issues.  

Let me illustrate how powerful these standard interpretations are.  In a course I teach on Church Leadership, I have students read Wuthnow’s study and the TIME articles.  We discuss Lori’s dilemma together.  And we spend considerable time talking in class about the quotation that says that “this is not just crass materialism.”  I tell them that one of the questions on the midterm will ask them to come up with a theological interpretation for the pressures people experience – one that cannot resort to considering the lilies of the field.  I remind the students on the exam paper that “blaming parishioners for their materialism would be a wrong answer.”  Yet every year it seems there are students who begin their essays by rejecting the selfishness interpretation, but who end their essays blaming people for their fears. The standard interpretations are so strong that even people who reject them at the start of their essays end up advocating them.  Pastors lack the basic categories for interpreting the things that keep people awake at night.
I believe, however, that we have to preach about money for the same reasons that we have to preach about raising kids – because God cares about the things that matter most.  These are the worries that keep people awake at night, and thus the ones that demand theological interpretation.  


What can this discussion of money teach us about Christian leadership?  We learn that we cannot rely on threadbare interpretations if we are going honor the difficult choices that many of our parishioners face.  We learn that we will need to construct new ways to talk about the difficult choices people need to make and the legitimate anxieties that they feel.  And we will need to overcome the stigma attached to conversations about money.  But there is something deeper we can learn about leadership as well.  The answers that we have proposed so far may help us solve the problem of interpreting money, but they won’t tell us why the problem exists in the first place.  I am playing here on Chris Argyris’ distinction between double loop learning and single loop learning.
  The purpose of single loop learning is to solve the problem at hand.  But the purpose of double loop learning is to figure out why the problem came into being.  His premise is that problems are the product of the organizational environment.  So, to return to our current example, Argyris would ask, what does the existence of this problem teach us about our congregations and the pastors who lead them?


Pastors have such a difficult time talking about money because two important forces in American religion converge on them at once when the topic of money comes up.  First, the standard interpretations no longer work. So ministers have to come up with their own interpretations.  And that’s where the second force becomes important.  Clergy have a very difficult time creating new interpretations when one has not already been established for them.  Yet, like Moses and Paul before them, God calls leaders to lead by speaking new meaning into difficult and confusing situations.  

One final example may explain why this process of meaning making is so important.  We might call it the “new parents problem.”  We have all known pregnant couples who proudly proclaim that they are going to be different than their parents were. They often focus on one characteristic behavior and tell everyone why their parents had it all wrong.  My wife and I had one friend – an expectant father we’ll call Doug -- who described in detail why yelling at children does not help anyone.  It frustrates the child, he said, and does not even get the point across because the child stops listening.  Doug could explain all that was wrong with the parenting style he learned from his parents.  We have all known people like that.  And we all know how the story ends.  Years later, Doug was yelling at his son just as his parents yelled at him.  When I teased him about his boastful claim that he would never yell at his children, he was incredulous.  “I would never have said such a thing.”
  


There is an important lesson here.  Doug discredited an old behavior (yelling) without creating a new way of being to replace it.  So when he became angry and frustrated, he only had one resource to draw on.  He did not have any other options, so he returned to old behavior even though he could explain in detail why it was wrong.  He did not know any other way.  The same thing happened to my students who ended up condemning the materialism of wanting basic necessities like health insurance and elder care.  They did not know any other way to talk about money.  So, when they felt the pressure of the moment, they returned to the only interpretation they knew – even though they could explain in detail why the interpretation was inappropriate.  The lesson, then, is this.  It is not enough to discredit non-Christian interpretations of the world.  We have to build Christian ways of making sense of daily life that will replace them.  But the good news is that once God’s people internalize the Christian way of seeing the world, it will take a great effort to dislodge it. 
*****
Many pastors have learned only three sermons when it comes to money.  And each sermon is wrong.  There is the pat-the-poor-on-the-head sermon that encourages those who worry about money to “consider the lilies of the field” and dismisses the problem because “the poor will always be with you.”  There is the buying-things-is-wrong sermon that describes money “as the root of all evil” and condemns people for their crass materialism.   And there is, of course, the give-me-your-money-so-you-can-stop-feeling-guilty sermon.  As I said, each one is wrong.  But each one also contains a kernel of truth.  Jesus did say that we should think about the ways that God clothed the lilies. First Timothy (and common sense) do testify to the fact that “money is the root of all kinds of evil.”  And God does call us to give generously.  Each of these distorted sermons does contain a kernel of truth.

The problem is not just that these sermons are distorted.  The problem is that these are the only interpretations many American pastors have when discussing money, possessions, and work.   As Robert Wuthnow discovered when he asked pastors about these questions, clergy long for a richer language.
  They want to be able to do justice to the complicated situations that their parishioners live with each day.  And they want to be able to speak to the anxieties that their people ponder when they lay awake at night.  

*****


There are, of course, many different aspects to consider when it comes to the relationship between Christianity and money.  And there certainly is no way to address all them in a few pages.  That is not my intent.  My goal instead is to pick three aspects of the money question and to show how we might construct new expectations, new vocabulary, and new avenues for action in each of the three areas.  The three areas I have in mind are: monetary pressures, work life, and giving.


Before we begin the discussion, however, I’d like to acknowledge one problem that will pervade any discussion of money in American churches.  To state it in its most bald terms, it is hard to be honest with each other about money.  There are all sorts of informal rules in our society that say it is impolite to talk openly about money.  We use euphemisms and find ways to diffuse difficult questions.  For example, my wife and I were once a part of a small group Bible study that was extremely important in shaping our spiritual lives.  We were able to discuss issues that touched on some of the most sensitive areas of Christian life, areas such as politics, sex, child-rearing, and work relations.  But when my wife suggested one time that we talk together about money, the answer came back a resounding, NO.  We could talk about other things, but discussing money somehow crossed a line.
  Honest and straight-forward discussions of money are very difficult.  But if these discussions are going to occur in our churches, we will need new vocabulary and mental models.  
1. Monetary Pressures

The most important place to begin any Christian discussion of money, I believe, is by acknowledging the real and legitimate anxieties that people feel about money.  In the Introduction, we talked about the TIME magazine article that described contemporary concerns.  “This is not crass materialism,” the article said.  “Many of the new musts are not goods but services – medical insurance, day care for young children, college tuition for teenagers – which have rocketed in price.”  When people lay awake at night worrying about caring for their elderly parents or about how to pay for prescription drugs, the rhetoric of selfish materialism does not apply.  These are legitimate worries.  But what happens when the very idea of worry becomes controversial?

Not long ago, I was working with the Board of Elders at a local church in Northern California. It was an interesting mix of wise senior citizens and energetic young adults.  They were particularly interested in how to think about money.  I told them that congregations need to address the concerns that keep people awake at night.  And most of the people in the room nodded; that made sense to them. But one of the women began to scowl.  From earlier conversations, I knew she was the most spiritually-respected person in the room – kind of like a Protestant nun.  And she was not pleased.  So I asked her what was on her mind.  She answered by quoting Scripture.  “Be anxious for nothing,” she said quoting the Apostle Paul, “but with all prayer and supplication, let your requests be made known to God.”  After a little more conversation, she came to her conclusion.  “It is a sin to worry.  And we shouldn’t encourage it by indulging people’s fears.”  

“It is a sin to worry,” she said.  That is the first obstacle to honest talk about faith and money.  This deeply pious and well respected church leader was saying, in effect, that any person who admitted that they sometimes laid awake at night worrying about money should admit to it with the same attitude that they used when they confessed any other sin.  And it is hard to begin a conversation that way.  But I believe that her premise needs to be examined.  Is it really a sin to worry?  Do we have examples of faithful people who were deeply troubled by something?  Sure, Moses, David, Peter, and Paul leap to mind.  But they were mere mortals.  Each one is also famous for some spectacular sin.  So we can’t conclude anything about worrying being sin simply by observing their behavior.  Ah, but what about Jesus?  In the Garden of Gethsemane, he poured out his soul to God and told the disciples that “my heart is deeply troubled.”  Surely, he was anxious for something in that moment.  And none of us are prepared to call that sin.  So perhaps we can take “Be anxious for nothing” to be an encouragement to pray rather than a prohibition of worry.  But that just begs a new question.  How should we pray when we are worried?

This is where we can learn from Scripture.  In the days when the people of Israel were wandering in the wilderness between Egypt and Canaan, they were not always happy with Moses (or God).  Indeed, they often engaged in a behavior that the Old Testament calls “grumbling.”  For example, Numbers 14 opens by saying, “All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, ‘If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! Why is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn't it be better for us to go back to Egypt?’  And they said to each other, ‘We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.’”  By the middle of the chapter, however, Yahweh has pronounced judgment on them, saying that those who grumbled against God and against Moses would be punished.  They would be destined to wander in the desert without ever entering the land that God would give to their descendents.  Another way to translate this word grumble is call it a complaint – a complaint that brings God sure punishment.  Worry may not be a sin, but it appears that complaining is.
  

What’s the difference?  The answer gets more confusing before it becomes clear.  Look at the Psalms.  Many of them are what scholars call “Psalms of lament.”  These are the Psalms we tend to skip. We don’t read them aloud in church.  They are the ones that cry out in pain – and often implicate God in allowing their pain to continue.  Look for example at Psalm 22, which says, “My God, My God, Why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?  Oh my God, I cry out by day and you do not answer, by night, and am not silent.”  It goes on to express trust in God but to continue the lamenting tone that questions God.  The lament is a legitimate way to express anxiety and even anger toward God.  The reason that Hebrew Psalter is filled with these laments is so that God’s people will have a language for being honest before God – a well-worn pathway to heart-wrenching honesty.  And what is the other word that scholars use when talking about a lament?  They call it a complaint.
  

So we have any interesting dilemma.  Some complaints (the grumbling kind) deserve judgment.  Other complaints (the lamenting kind) are models for honest prayers before God.  And it is the distinctions between grumbling and lament that will give us the first insight we need when talking about money.   I believe the distinction has to do with trust.  The Psalms make it perfectly clear that God wants us to be utterly honest – even and especially when we are angry at God or worried about what we lack.  But in Numbers 14, the people of God take that anger too far.  They claim that God (and Moses) can no longer be trusted.  This was the same people who witnessed with their own eyes the dramatic way that God intervened to rescue them when Pharaoh’s chariots bore down on them on the shores of the Red Sea.  And they were so worried that they had lost faith in God.  They no longer believed that God could be trusted.  Psalm 22, on the other hand, begins as we have seen with a direct indictment of God, “Why are you so far from saving me?”  But it goes on to express a confident hope that someday “the afflicted will eat and be satisfied” and “those who seek Him will praise Yahweh.” 

How might one use such a lament when burdened with worry?  Look to Jesus’ example.  What did he cry out in his moment of greatest anguish?  “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?”  And where does that come from?  The first line of Psalm 22, “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?  Why are you so far from me?”  Jesus was quoting the first line of a Psalm of lament.  It is like quoting the first line of a song.  When we say, “My country ‘tis of thee,” the phrase itself makes no sense on its own.   “My country, it is of you”  What does that mean?  It means nothing on its own.  But it is a place holder for the whole song.  “My country it is of you I sing.”  And in the same way that the opening of the song implies everything that the song implies, so Jesus’ use of the lament while dying on the cross was a way to imply all that the lament meant.  He could cry out in anguish because (as Psalm 22:16 says) “they have pierced my hands and my feet.”  But he did it in such a way that his anguish never destroyed his trust.  He continued to believe, in the words of verse 24, that “when [the afflicted] cried to Him for help, He heard.”  The difference between the lament and grumbling is that the lament continues to express trust in God.

How does this relate to Christianity and money?  In my experience, one of the reasons that church people do not talk about their fears honestly in church is that they are worried that they will be blamed for their fears.  So one of the things we who lead God’s people can do is resurrect an old category – the lament.  We can change their expectations.  Many Christians believe that their worries betray a lack of faith.  So they hide their fears and we in the church cannot talk honestly about the things that matter most to us.  By re-introducing the language of lament, we can begin to convince people that God wants to hear their honest complaints.  Indeed, God is so interested in listening to their fears that God provides many examples in the Psalms of just how to speak openly and with anguished honesty directly to God.  If we somehow had to ratify these Psalms nowadays, they would never make it into the Psalter because people would see them as disrespectful or even blasphemous.  But they are there.  And they are there for a reason. They are there to remind us that God welcomes our worries, and even our anger.  If we are going to take people’s legitimate worries about money seriously, we must begin by giving them a language for taking those worries directly to God.

We have another obligation as well.  It is easy for people to get so caught up in their own anxieties that they do not see the blessings all around them.  So we have an obligation not only to give them a language for lament but also to instill in them a habit for gratitude.  Almost every person who reads this book is blessed with a level of prosperity that makes each of us incredibly wealthy by global standards.  Many people in the world live on two dollars a day, which is approximately what I spent this morning on coffee.  We are wealthy and we are blessed.  And such blessing should inspire gratitude in the people of God.  I have been quite moved, for example, by reading Walter Brueggemann’s article entitled, “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity.”
 We are tempted to make scarcity the primary lens we use to interpret the world.  Yet so much of the Scripture celebrates God’s rich blessing.  We live in a world of abundance.  That is the message of the Psalms that celebrate creation (e.g. Psalm 19) and that is the message of Jesus’ admonition to “consider the lilies of the field.”  God provides – and we who live in the lap of American luxury can never forget that.  

Notice, however, the order in which I have presented these ideas.  We need to provide people the language of lament so they can express their anxieties before we can remind them that God has provided for them a world of abundance.  We will indeed ask people to eventually shift their mental models from scarcity to abundance.  But we have to do it at a pace they can stand.  And people who do not feel that the church has heard the legitimate fears that keep them awake at night will never give us the authority to tell them that they live in a world of abundance rather than scarcity.  Gratitude can thus only come once people have had a chance to express their lament.

2. Work Life

If the first step toward making spiritual meaning about money is to provide a language for being honest with God and with each other about the financial pressures each of us feels, the second step is to make some sense of work.  Most adults spend their days working.  Some folks get paid for it; others (such as stay at home moms or full-time students) do not.  But either way, most of us spend the typical weekday doing labor. This labor is a crucial part of what it means to be an adult in our society.  It takes a significant amount of our time and tends to shape the way that we see ourselves.  We say things like, “I am a nurse” or “My father was an engineer.”  It goes to our very sense of self.
  

How then are we to understand in Christian terms this concept of work?  There have been many answers over the centuries of Christian history.  But I want to focus on two: labor as a curse, and vocation as a blessing. 

Most theological discussions of labor begin in the Garden of Eden. It is part of the Imago Dei.  We labor because we are made in the image of the God who created and sustains the universe. Some emphasize that, even before the Fall, Adam and Eve had work to do.  They were asked to name the animals, for example.  God also gave them a mandate, before they left the Garden – a mandate to have dominion on the earth.  There are thus some theologians who emphasize that honest labor is a good thing.  It is a blessing to the worker and to the world.  And, as such, is something that we should celebrate.  There are those, however, who emphasize something else that happened in the Garden.  After the Fall, God cursed humanity, saying “By the sweat of your brow, you will eat food.”   From this verse, many have come to the conclusion that work has now become a curse.  They remind us that it takes hard work (and not just honest labor) to coax the ground to produce a crop and that there will always be parts of every job that are drudgery.  Work they conclude is now a curse.  So there are two sides to the debate.  One says that honest labor is a blessing.  And the other says that hard work is a curse.

I would like to argue that each of these perspectives contains truth and each one misses something crucial.  At some point, each of us experiences our work as drudgery.  But it goes further than that.  There are some jobs that, by their very nature, are mind-numbing or physically-destructive.  If you are Employee #432 in a factory and your job is to insert Widget 18b onto Assembly 76, there is not much in your job that can fulfill you.  For eight hours each day, you do one thing.  It never calls for your best efforts or inspires you to be more than you were the day they hired you.  There is none of the craftsman’s satisfaction in seeing the finished product.  Workers in such a position often report that they end up feeling less than human, no better than a robot designed solely for inserting widgets.  This de-humanizing quality of some work is indeed tragic.  But I am not sure that it is fair to blame God for it.  Calling this a curse that results from the Fall strikes me as blaming God for something that derives instead from sinful human systems.
 

There are, however, some jobs that are physically destructive.  The town where I was raised, for example, is surrounded by citrus trees and strawberry fields.  It is not uncommon to see laborers stooped over the strawberry plants toiling in the sun.  This back-breaking labor is destructive to the people who have to do it.  The presence of these people reminds us how dangerous it is to succumb to the temptation to think of labor as another word for someone’s career.  We can too easily picture an air conditioned office with a water cooler next to the copy machine whenever we talk about work.  Some people do indeed experience labor as a curse – as a destructive necessity.

So we find that not only do we have to acknowledge that people have legitimate anxieties about money, we also have to give people the language to express their pain over having to toil in order to live.  If we do not give people the opportunity and the vocabulary to express their pain, any attempts we later make to encourage them to change their behavior will ring hollow.  Until we understand people’s fears and their pain – and until they understand that we understand – we will not have the right to ask people to change.  We have to provide a language for expressing anger, fear, and pain before we can move on to discuss other aspects of the spiritual meaning of money.

There is, however, another language that needs to sit side by side with this language of pain.  When we discuss work, we also have to introduce the idea of vocation.  If back-breaking labor is less than a career, vocation involves an understanding of work that goes beyond the idea of a career.  A vocation is a calling from God.  Let me give an example to illustrate what I mean.  

When I was a college student, I majored in Computer Engineering. I expected that when I graduated from college, I would take a job as a computer programmer.  But God intervened.  I eventually became convinced that God was calling me to some kind of ministry.  It happened, oddly enough, because of a preacher’s aside.  The preacher was discussing the first part of Ephesians, discussing how God had “lavished” good things upon us.  He was describing a study he had made of the Greek word for “lavish” when he paused.  He left his lesson for a moment to marvel at the privilege he felt at being able to spend all day, each day serving God and studying Scripture.  And then he returned to his lesson.  But I did not hear that rest of what he said.  In that aside, God spoke to me.  After the service, I went off to pray – because I knew something was happening.  I felt God telling me that I would “devote my professional life to serving God.”  I knew that God was telling me that I would spend my work days in direct Christian service.  I had a hard time, at first, explaining to people the feeling that this call created in me.  I felt it was both a privilege and a compulsion.  On the one hand, I was honored and pleased to be able to do what I loved to do.  But, on the other hand, I found it daunting.  At the same time that I felt the privilege, I felt the weight.  I knew that to do anything else was to be disobedient.  And that made me uncomfortable.  I wanted to choose my career and not to have anyone else tell me what to do.  But eventually I came to realize that the privilege and the compulsion came together.  It was a promise that I would not have a mere career; I would have a calling.  But it was a compulsion because I knew that, once God called, I had no choice but to follow.  

The irony is that I thought I understood exactly what that calling meant. I enrolled in seminary expecting to be a minister or a missionary – because I had looked around and decided that that’s what God needed.  What I did not consider was my own giftedness.  It turned out I would be a lousy missionary and, probably a mediocre pastor.  That’s not where my giftedness lies.  Fortunately, God was not finished with me.  Halfway through seminary I realized that I could either be a professorial pastor or a pastoral professor.  So I went to graduate school and got a job teaching in a seminary.  But that’s the point; it was not just a job.  I have experienced my work as a vocation.  I am doing just what God has called me to do.  

The danger, however, is to think that these ideas of calling and vocation apply only to ministry.  In the same way that God has called me to be a professor, God could easily have called me to some other kind of work – even as a computer engineer.  The important distinction is not between Christian work and secular labor.  The important question is this.  Are you doing what God has called you to do?  And is that labor an extension of the giftedness God has planted within you?  My mother, for example, spent many years as a nurse.  She described it as a calling from God.  It required her to use the giftedness that God had given her and it provided for her a venue for ministering to others in God’s name.  Likewise, I know women who describe mothering as their calling.  

If God has led a person to a particular labor and if that labor allows a person to express the Spirit that God has planted in them, then they are exercising a vocation.  This vocation is a privilege and a compulsion.  It is a response to God’s calling.  It is a privilege to be called by the Most High God, but mere mortals have no business refusing the gifts that God lavishes on those whom God calls.
  

So, to summarize, we have to acknowledge that we experience labor as both a curse and as a blessing.  And it is in the tension between the two that we live.  We cannot deny either without distorting what it means to be human.  Thus any notion of Christianity and money must include these complementary and competitive ideas.

This understanding of work, however, is not yet complete.  It fails to address the idea of Sabbath.  Any explanation of labor must include God’s clear plan that all labor cease for one day in seven.  When God labored to create the world, God rested on the Sabbath.  When God led the Hebrews in wandering through the wilderness and when God provided manna to feed those Hebrews, God rested one day in seven.  And when God defined the laws that were to guide the life of God’s people, it included a commandment to “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.”  

This healthy rhythm of labor and rest appears in other places as well.  Crops were to lay fallow after a period of years.  And debts were to be forgiven in the Jubilee year.  The important lesson is that there is more to life than labor – even labor that is a vocation. This Sabbath lesson is important in contemporary congregations because many of our parishioners find that they have more money than time.  Time is the precious commodity that they horde.  They feel compelled to activity – either from external necessity or internal compunction.  In such circumstances, they need to hear God’s command to rest. Just as humans work because God works, in the same way, we rest because God rested. 


3. Giving


 The first step in discussing Christianity and money was to provide a language for being honest with God about our fears.  The second step was to acknowledge that work is both a curse and a blessing.  Only when that language is firmly established are we ready to discuss giving.  The first two steps allow people to describe their experiences in spiritual terms.  Neither of the steps, however, is predominately about changing people’s behavior.  Instead, they are designed to reframe their experience so that they can see that experience in spiritual terms.  This last step, on the other hand, does require people to change.


There are many motivations that preachers use when they attempt to motivate people to give.  Some talk about the good things that the money will buy – whether food for the hungry or electricity to light the sanctuary.  Others talk about God’s commandments and make giving a matter of obedience.  This is the Biblical equivalent to the parent who says, “Because I said so.”  And, then, there are preachers who emphasize the urgency of some crisis.  “If you don’t give, we will have to close the project.”  I disagree with each of these rationales.  Talk of utility (i.e. give to accomplish something) turns givers into consumers who purchase services.  The problem here is that, in a world where the customer is always right, people begin to think of themselves as having control over which things get done.  Almost every pastor has met the parishioner who threatens to take their money elsewhere if they don’t get their way.   A congregation’s primary responsibility is to serve God and not to be swayed from doing good by the giver who wants to have their way.  Likewise, the call to obedience is not the best way to inspire giving because it is too easy for the preacher to become the voice of God – that is, it’s too easy for the message to shift away from obedience to God and toward obedience to the minister.  Don’t get me wrong.  I do believe that Christians should give because God commands it.  But I also believe that the pastor who preaches such obedience as the primary motivation for giving runs the risk of claiming God’s authority for himself.  And, finally, the crisis appeal plays off what I believe is a distortion of God’s provision.  It emphasizes what one scholar has called “the myth of scarcity” rather than celebrating the God of abundance.  In other words, if we continually emphasize scarcity we run the risk of leading our people to believe that they (and not God) are the ones who provide.
 


I am not saying that it is always inappropriate to use these three rationales for giving.  I have used each one and will no doubt use each again.  Instead I am saying that they need to be used sparingly and thus cannot serve as the primary reason that we use when we call on people to give.  What then is the best reason for people to give?
  I would offer three motivations in their place.


First, we should each give because generosity is a good thing.  It is the opposite of selfishness.  It does not take a deep theological analysis to convince a congregation that selfishness is at the root of all kinds of evil.  All they have to do is look around them – or to take a look at their own lives.  Selfishness is one of the first negative behaviors we see in toddlers.  It is one of the most difficult attitudes to root out in teens.  And it remains prevalent in the adults most of us encounter each day.  Selfishness in its various forms is rampant. Generosity is the antidote to selfishness.  We sometimes think that the opposite of some sinful behavior is the absence of that behavior.  But I would argue that the opposite of selfishness is not the absence of selfishness.  The opposite is to do good – to practice generosity.  A pastor can ask people to give because giving makes the giver a better person.
 


The second reason to give is that we each bear a responsibility for one another.  I believe that we often create a free agent model of Christianity, especially when we talk about giving.  The logic of our preaching often says that each individual makes her own decision apart from the community of faith.  We certainly don’t talk about how much we give.  In fact, that would be considered rude in most congregations.  Yet, if we are indeed a community of faith, then we each bear a responsibility for one another.  I am specifically not interested in having someone stand up is church and tell other people that they have to start giving their fair share.  That’s like the kid who saw a woman with a soda and said, “Let’s share. Me first.”  It turns a gift into a demand.  And that does not help anyone.  If, on the other hand, a pastor can help a person see that he bears a responsibility to his neighbor, then that provides one more rationale for giving.  


And, finally, there is a time and a place for talking about sacrifice.  I hesitate to bring this up because the notion of “sacrificial giving” has been abused by generations of pastors.  When I talk about sacrifice with a congregation, however, I start small.  I want them to think about some small way that they can give up something.  For example, my wife and I were talking with our children about how much we should give to various causes.  At the end of the discussion we came to the question of how much we should donate to help two young ladies in our church go to work for a summer in a Kenyan AIDS orphanage.  We agreed on an amount.  But my daughter did not think it was enough.  So we asked her what she would be willing to give up in order for us to give more.  She did not understand at first.  So we explained the concept of sacrifice.  In the end, she agreed to give up our monthly visit to her favorite restaurant so that we could increase what we gave to these women.  It was not a big sacrifice in that it only netted a few more dollars.  But it was, for my daughter, the next faithful step.  And that was far more important than the money.  It made her more generous and it fought against the corrosive effects of selfishness.  Sacrifice is an important category for people to have when they think about money.

*****


There are many more things one could say about Christianity and money.  But our purpose here was not to give a definitive treatment so much as it was to provide a model for practicing some of the ideas that we have discussed in this book.  In this last section, let me revisit this discussion of money to show how we used ideas that were developed earlier in the book.


The first and most important task is to change people’s expectations.  People expect preachers to preach self-interested sermons about money – sermons designed to get the preachers more money.  So we must defeat that stereotype by listening well to the anxieties that money brings out for people.  But it goes further than that.  We need to provide them with the language – the theological categories – to describe how to make spiritual sense of money and of the issues that it creates in their lives.  

We provide new cultural resources by introducing Biblical concepts like the lament.  This gives them a different repertoire from which to draw when they construct their interpretations.  People have expected that God (and God’s church) could not handle their anger or their fears.  They believe it would be irreverent to speak honestly to God.  By drawing their attention to the laments, they get examples of how faithful Hebrews who spoke directly to God.  

These laments also illustrate the insight that a clear set of actions should follow from our interpretations.  What is a faithful Christian to do when they find themselves beset by worry?  Do the same thing Jesus did on the cross.  Pray a psalm of lament.  Jesus chose Psalm 22, “My God, My God, What have you forsaken me?”  This is one of many psalms that combine honest questioning with sincere trust.  The psalms of lament provide not only a language for speaking honestly to God about our fears, but they also provide a clear set of actions.  Pray this way when you feel angry at God.

And, lastly, there is an alternate story that holds all these together.  The old story is that God cannot handle your anger.  The new story is that God welcomes your honesty and indeed provides you with Biblical models for how to speak honestly.  The very trajectory of the story shifts from moving away from God to moving toward God.  

That is what it means to make spiritual meaning.  It means creating a Christian way of seeing the world that enables and encourages people to take new action.  It means providing vocabulary and theological categories.  It means pointing people toward new theological interpretations, new ways framing their values, and new goals.  And it means weaving new stories that hold all these cultural resources together.  In the end, the leader who makes spiritual meaning invites his congregation to live in a new interpretative world.  
� For one example of how entrenched some denominational leaders can be in denying their own complicity, see my “A Financial History of Congregations since World War II” in The Organizational Revolution: Presbyterians and American Denominationalism, ed. by Milton J. Coalter, John M. Mulder and Louis B. Weeks (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992).  The article specifically examined the conventional wisdom that said that the denomination’s principled support of Angela Davis in 1970 precipitated the crisis.  The article shows that the trend started in 1963, which means that its cause could not be something that happened seven years later.  When I presented this material to denominational leaders, they told me that my data must be wrong.  I assured them that the data came from their own records.  At which point a bureaucrat said, “Then our data must be wrong because we know what happened.”  The cost of exploring other sources for the problem was too high for this powerful denominational leader to acknowledge relatively simple facts.  
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� Wuthnow, “Crisis,” in Chaves & Miller, Financing, 74.


� Wuthnow, Crisis, 6.
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� This and many other examples have been modified in fundamental ways to protect the identities of the individuals involved and to make the examples more readable.


� Wuthnow, The Crisis in the Churches, see especially pp. 5-9 on the need for spiritual interpretation and pp. 71-86 for the words that the clergy use to describe their dilemma. 


� There is research that suggests that even if we had convinced our small group to discuss money we likely would not have learned anything new.  Most small groups have an implied ethic that confirms whatever someone else says in the group – not matter how off-base it is.  We value the relationship more than the substance of the conversation.  So we tend to encourage people even when we disagree with them.  That fact also makes honest dialogue about money particularly difficult.  See, Robert Wuthnow,  Sharing the Journey: Support Groups and America’s New Quest for Community (New York: The Free Press, 1994)..


� My thinking in this section has been strongly influenced by Walter Brueggemann, especially the collection of articles published in Deep Memory, Exuberant Hope: Contested Truth in a Post-Christian World (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000).


� On the Psalms of lament, see especially Patrick D. Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994).


� Brueggemann, “The Liturgy of Abundance, The Myth of Scarcity,” in Brueggeman, Deep Memory, Exuberant Hope: Contested Truth in a Post-Christian World (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000) 69-76.


� Our current social configuration also shapes our very notion of labor.  It is hard for me to write without thinking of the abstract concepts of work and labor as being synonymous with the more particular notion of one’s job.  The idea of labor – especially when it comes to theological discussions – must however extend beyond one’s job.  For example, it takes work to make a meal.  Things are not simply handed to us.  We have to work in order to get the basic necessities of food and shelter.  In the Garden of Eden, it is not clear that these daily labors were necessary.  God simply provided for Adam and Eve.  


� The best summary of the theological issues related to questions of work is Miroslav Volf, The Work of the Spirit: Toward a Theology of Work (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2001).


� I do indeed believe that human systems can be destructive and thus sinful.  These systems are such that no one person in the system is responsible for the destruction that the systems cause.  But each person in the system contributes to the destructive whole.  


� Other people find the need to work as another kind of destructive necessity. I am thinking, for example, of single parents who have to leave their children for long periods of time each day in order to earn enough for the family to live.  These parents know that their children would be better off if the parents did not have to leave them.  But they know that going off to work is the only way to feed and clothe their children.  Thus they feel that the need to work is destructive.


� I should acknowledge that there is a temptation to see the Christian idea of vocation in profoundly individualistic terms.  There are at least two areas where this happens. First, we forget that any calling from God must be confirmed by the community of faith – and that the voice of God often comes through the community of faith.  And, second, we forget that any labor we do as Christians must always be seen as an extension of the work of God’s people.  None of us acts alone.  We are representatives of God’s church and, as such, must remain deeply connected to that church in all that we do and all that we are.  (For this last point, I must acknowledge the helpful critique of Mark Lau Branson, who does not believe that individuals have vocation so much as the church has a vocation.  He sees any individual’s labor as an extension of the church’s calling from God.)  Personal communication.


� My thinking on giving, as will become clear, was profoundly shaped by a wonderful book by Thomas Jeavons and Rebekah Burch Basinger called Growing Givers’ Hearts (San Francsico: Jossey-Bass, 2000).  I need to acknowledge that debt up front because even the paragraphs that do not reference the book are indebted to its wisdom.
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� Robert Lynn makes an excellent point that should be noted here.  He reminds us that every answer to the question, “Why give?” involves an appeal to some authority.  This is a crucial point because pastors need to be aware when and how they use their authority.  And they need to know that anytime they start talking about money, issues of authority are immediately on the table.  


� This is the thesis of Jeavons and Basinger, Growing Givers’ Hearts.  They believe that the purpose of giving is to grow the giver’s heart.






