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preacher recently began his sermon in a way
Atha’c-l want to begin my sermon today. After

he read the scripture lesson, he looked out at
the congregation and said, “The Bible is the church’s
book. It was written and preserved by the people of
God. Through the Spirit, the Bible speaks a living
Word to the people of God.” Then he stepped out of
the pulpit, his Bible in hand. He walked into the
middle of the congregation, put the open Bible on a
chair in the center aisle, and left it there.

Returning to the pulpit, the preacher pointed
and said, “There it is. That's our book. Brothers and
sisters, my job today is to raise a question: what are
we going to do with the passage we just heard?”

That’s how I want to approach the text this morn-
ing. It is a passage that comes right out of our book.
Jesus said to his disciples, “No one can serve two
masters. You cannot serve God and wealth.” Sisters
and brothers, what are we going to do with that
passage?

It is one of the Lord’s teachings about money,

- possessions and wealth. The scholars who spend
their lives counting up scripture verses tell us that
Jesus spoke more about money, possessions and
wealth than he did about prayer. For instance: If is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than
for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.
(Matt. 19:24)

Onmce upon a time, a nobleman went on a journey.
Before he left, he entrusted three servants with different
sums of money. (Matt. 25:14-15)

Whenever you give money to the poor, do not sound
a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do. (Matt. 6:2)

The kingdom of heaven is like o king who settled
accoints with his servants. He called in a man who owed
liint a whole lot of money. (Matt. 18:23-24)

Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast
out demons. You received without payment; give without
payment. Tike no gold or silver or copper in your belts.

(Matt. 10:8-9)

According to the New Testament, fesus talked
repeatedly about money. He did not talk about it
because he was a greedy preacher or a church fund-
raiser. Rather, he addressed the issue because he
knew how money can compete for our primary
allegiance to God. In the words we heard a few
minutes ago, “No one can serve two masters; yout
cannot serve God and wealth.” Pick one or the
other. We cannot choose both.

On a Sunday motning in worship, surrounded
by familiar hymns and stirring prayers, that is an
easy choice to make. I pick God; how about you?
With the stained-glass shadow reflecting off my
brow, I can easily choose God. There is no problem
pointing a judgmental finger at the person who
worships wealth.

When Roger B. Smith left as the chairman of
General Motors in 1990, there was a vote at a stock-
holders meeting to almost double his pension to
$1.2 million a year. The Michigan state treasurer
shook his head with disgust. He said, “Roger, can’t
you eke out a retirement at $749,000 a year?”
Someone else said, “Mr. Smith, you will make
$20,000 a week. In three weeks, you will receive
more in retirement than what an average assembly
line worker earns in a year.” Nevertheless the vote
was approved. Afterward Smith defended the
pension by saying, “Sixty-one percent of corpora-
tions in this country have better pensions than
General Motors.”

It is easy to point a finger at people like that.
In our world, money means power, pleasure, secu-
rity, and status. The world has its own version of
the Golden Rule, namely, “Those who have the
gold make all the rules.” Yet think of what money
does to us. It stirs up fear, guilt, insecurity, greed
and selfishness. Wealth and possessions can
enslave us with their dark power. They can
demand our energy and devotion. They can lead
us in destructive directions. As a wise teacher in
the early church instructed, “The love of inoney is a
root of all kinds of evil.” (1 Tim. 6:10)

Some people love money more than they love
God. As a Christian preacher, I want to point my
finger at people like them. Then I realize three or
four of those fingers are pointing back at me. That
is unsettling.



I remember the day when my older daughter
made the shift in morning television habits. She
switched from the local public television station to
the Nickelodeon network. It meant a shift from
Sesame Street to Rug Rats; or more to the point,
from commercial-free public television to early
morning commercials. She had become old
enough to turn on the TV and to punch the chan-
nel buttons for herself.

That fateful morning I walked downstairs to
find her staring at the television. “Good morning,
Katie,” I called. No answer. Her eyes were glued to
a commercial for Barbie dolls. I don't think she
had ever seen the comumercial before. When she
did speak, her little voice peeped up to nobody in
particular, “I want that.”

There was a Bo Peep Barbie. Katie said, “I
want that.” How about a Foam and Color Barbie?
“I want that.” A vision flashed of Barnyard Barbie
with Nibbles the Horse. She responded, “I want
that.” 1 stood there shocked. “Katie,” I said, “you
already have a dozen Barbies in your toy chest.”

She broke the trance, turned with a smile, and
said, “But Daddy, I want more.” T pointed at her,
and three or four fingers pointed back at me. We
all want more. She learned that message from me.
She picked it up from my culture, '

"~ What are we going to do with this text? “You
cannot serve God and wealth.”

Jesus means this, of course, in the largest possi-
ble sense. The word Jesus used for wealth is the
Aramaic word mammon. “You can't serve God
and mammon,” he says. Mammon means “accu-
mulated resources.” Mammon means “piles of
wealth.” It is an inclusive word that includes
money and possessions. If you have a copy of
Carter’s Concise Contemporary Dictionary, you'll
find a good definition in that unpublished
resource. The word mammeon means “stuff,” as in,
“We have a lot of stuff around here.” Or “Please
go into your room and pick up all your stuff.” Or
closer to the point, “You cannot serve God and
stuff.”

These days, nobody I know would say, “Would
you take the picnic cooler to the garage with the
other piles of mammon?” They would say, “Please
put this cooler in the garage with our other stuff.”

It does not take much to realize what Jesus means
when he refers to our stuff. We earn some money
and buy things that hang around the home. We

. make a few investiments here and there. We stock-

pile belongings in our closets. Having a house full

. of mammon does not make you a bad person. But

if probably puts you under an enormous burden.

In our text, Jesus doesn’t pronounce us evil if
we have a toy chest full of Barbie dolls or a garage
full of stuff. He does not speak against our posses-
sions per se. But he does speak against the way we
stand taller when someone admires our fancy new
wristwatch, or the way we scan the pages of a cata-
log when we already have a closet full of clothes, or
the way we improve the house to keep up with the
neighbors, or the hundreds of ways we infuse our
stuff with meaning, significance, energy and hope.

Who can point any fingers? Not me! I struggle
with the power of my possessions, as you do. Why
do I feel better when I buy a couple of new com-
pact disks? Why do I get so depressed when the
VISA bill arrives? My addiction to possessions, my
hunger for money, my attachment to things must
be fed over and over, and it wears me out.

Tt can be difficult to live in a town like ours,
precisely because everything is so nice, so inviting
and so appealing. We regularly hear about the
high school kid who got a new sports car as a
graduation gift. We take for granted the beautiful
houses and the manicured lawns and the electroni-
cally controlled dog collars. We delight in the
quick trips to Disney World, the busy social calen-
dars and the upscale grocery stores. We enjoy
these things so much that we do not even notice
what a burden they can become. Did you know
the darkest shadows in this town are cast not by
poverty but by affluence? Mammon, which gives
us so much enjoyment, can make us absolutely
miserable. We expend so much energy working,
earning, accumulating, keeping and protecting our
stuff. It is hard work. Mammon promises so much
security. The only problem is we need a security
system to keep our stuff secure. In the process, we
are isolated from one another and cut off from the
things that truly matter.

It comes as a jolt, therefore, for Jesus to speak
so clearly: “You cannot serve God and manmion.” You
have to pick one or the other. This word he speaks
is the sword he came to swing. This word is evi-




dence of his radical pastoral care, His word can cut
us loose. His word can set us free. Yet it comes
with violent force. Take an inventory of all your
worldly belongings some time, and it will not take
a rocket scientist to realize what a burden it is to
maintain them. They are never totally safe. As
someone reminds us, cash can be stolen; Porsches
and Cadillacs rust; corporations collapse; moths
eat dinner jackets. The “lifestyles of the rich and
famous” are lifestyles of the always vulnerable and
ever fearful. Moreover, there is always someone
around who has more than we do, and the quest to
keep up is an endless burden. Deadbolts, safety-
deposit boxes, tax shelters—rnone of them finally
protect what we really desire; none of them makes
secure a treasure worthy of our hearts.

This pronouncement of Jesus is calling us to
think about our priorities. He invites us to exam-
ine where we put our energy. We must choose
whom or what we're going to serve. Do we belong
to God? Or do we belong to our stuff? Whose yoke
are you going to allow to be put around your
neck?

Mammon says, “Keep busy, work harder, earn
your own way.”

God says, “Come, all who are heavy-laden and I will
give you rest.”

Mammon says, “Worry about your wealth, hover
over the investment portfolio, act prudently.”

God says, “Loosen your grip, let go of it all, and get in
step belind Jesus.”

Mammon says, “Stash some money away for a
rainy day.”

God says, “Who do you think sends the rain?” Whom
are you going to serve? It has to be one or the other. It
canot be both.

Mammon says, “Keep what you can to maintain
your life. Grip it tight and don’t let go.”

God says, “T will keep you.”

Mammon says, “Do not rest for a minute. Keep
looking over your shoulder.”

God says, “I brought you out of slavery. I have set you
free.”

Mammon says, “There is no such thing as a free
lunch. You have to pay as you go.”

God says, “Why do you spend your money for that
which is not bread, and your labor for that which does
not satisfy? Come, eaf and drink! Be satisfied by a table
you did not set. Be nourished by the body and blood
who gave himself up for you.” Whom are you going fo
serve? It has fo be one or the other. “You cannot serve
God and manmon.”

This is the word of the Lord. It is sitting out
there, right in the middle of our congregation.
Every one of us has to decide what we are going to
do. It is not an easy decision. It may not even be
something we can decide today, once and for all.

Nevertheless the choice is clear. We can serve
our stuff and become enslaved to it.

- Or we can loosen our grips, lighten our loads
and serve a living God who alone can set us free.

William Carter sarves as pastor of Frist Presbyterian
Church, Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania.
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Pulled Between Two Stories

Culiure and Gospel
Rev. Douglas W. Oldenburg

Stewardship | .

Throughout the history of the Christian Church, theologians
have sought to find ways to express the appropriate rela-
tionship between the Christian community and the cuiture
in which it lives. In the New Testament, the world is seen
primarily in negative terms: as the antithesis of the King-
dom of God. Therefore, James writes that “whoever wishes
to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.”
Paul writes in Romans that we should "not be conformed to
this world, but transformed by the renewal of your minds.”
We Christians are called to live 'in’ the world, but not ‘of’ the
world.

Some years ago, Richard Niebuhr wrote a popular
book entitled, Christ and Culture. in which he described five
ways various Christian traditions have related to the world
or the cuiture in which they live. According to his analysis,
we reformed Christians are in the category of Christ trans-
forming culture, for we have traditionally seen our mission,
at [east in part, as one of striving to transform the culture in
which we live to more closely conform to our vision of what
God intended the world and our life together to be.

In more recent years, Stanley Howerwas, Professor of
Ethics at Duke Divinity School, has written a book entitled,
Resident Aliens. He argues that the Christian community is
aresident in this culture-we live here-but, like national
aliens or immigrants, in a sense we don't belong here, this
is not our home, We are uncomfortable here since we have
a different set of values than our culture and march to a dif-
ferent drummer. Rather than trying to transform our culture,
we Christians should live different lives than those around
us, and witness to an alternative lifestyle, a counter-cultural
set of values.

| want to use yet another way of trying to describe this
relationship between the Christian community and the cul-
ture in which we live, a way suggested by some contempo-
rary theologians. Over the past several years, we have
heard a lot in our seminaries about the value of narrative
theology and narrative preaching. | want to use that narra-
tive, story-telling notion as a way to talk about stewardship.
[ want to suggest that there are two stories that compete
for our allegiance and as Christians we live in the tension
between the two.* On the one hand, there is the powetful
story of our culture, and on the other hand, there is the
story of the Gospel. We are pulled in two different direc-
tions, haunted by two different versions of life, two different
ways of living. And | further want to suggest that our stew-
ardship is a test, an indication of which story has promi-
nence in our lives, which version of life is the controlling
one. That's my theme in these three presentations.

. The Story of our Culture

The culture story that competes for our aftention and loy-
alty is what | would call the Money Story as it is told and
lived in the modern world. 1t is the story of hard work, com-
petence, merit, self-sufficiency, radical individualism, radi-
cal freedom and power. The sign of that story is MORE,
and its motto is ‘more is always better'-more goods, more
influence, more clothes, more stock, more power, more
trips to Europe, more capital gains, more money, more
cars, bigger houses— ‘we want more!’ It's a story that in-
sists that no matter how much one has, it is not yet enough
for our happiness and safety and security, but ‘more’ will

‘make us so much happier and more secure.

I's an assumption deeply rooted within each of us as
individuals; it's part of our psyche. Most of us surely believe
that we would be better off in life if we only had a little more
- more money, more things, more this and that. Surveys
show that except for the very highest levels of income, we
all share the belief that life for us.would be so much better
and fuller; we would be so much happier, so many of our
problems would be solved IF we only had about 256% more
income. A question was asked in a national research sur-
vey, ‘What would improve your quality of life?’ and the most
frequent response was ‘more money.’ Let's be honest
about it: who of us wouldn't like a little more? Who of us
would refuse a raise in salary or a little more in that pen-
sion check. ‘More is always better.’

College students have increasingly bought into that
story. In a survey of entering college students, the question
was asked, why are you going to college? Those who an-
swered 'to make more money' rese from 50% in 1971 to



















































