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Last summer our family took a trip through the back roads of northern New Mexico. The Presbyterian Church has a remarkable history in out-of-the-way places in that state, and we wanted to see some of that work.  Well over 100 years ago our denomination started schools and churches in remote Hispanic villages that dot the dusty mountains of that region. 

Today the towns have fallen on hard times and the churches barely eke out an existence. They cannot afford pastors. The buildings are not in good shape. In many cases there is little life left in them. Some have closed their doors forever. 

It was through that rather sad ecclesiastical landscape that we took a drive last summer. 

The second book of Chronicles, from which comes our scripture lesson this morning, reads like a drive through back roads of old Palestine. It chronicles the decline of the Hebrew people and the dismantling of their religious life. They are descending toward the despair of the Babylonian exile. Things look bleak. 

A “stiff necked people.” That is what the Chronicler calls the Israelites of that time (II Chronicles 38:8). They had hardened their hearts against God. They had rejected the ways of those who follow God. They rebelled against the worship and praise and service of God. Stiff necked. Inflexible. Unable to move. Unaccepting of innovation. Dried out. A people with little spiritual life at all – something like we might find in our own context today.

One afternoon on our drive last summer we came into the little town of Truchas. It straddles a ridge in the mountains on the back road to Taos. We easily found the Presbyterian Church there (Smith Memorial). Its broad front porch looks out on the Pecos Wilderness. A stunning location, but from the condition of the building it looked as if the congregation had seen better days. 

Two little girls about eight years old were playing on the front porch of the church. When we pulled up they were singing. I greeted them in Spanish and English, and asked what they were doing. 

“Practicing,” they said. 


“What are you practicing?” I asked.

“We’re practicing church.”

I guess that little congregation is not so dead after all! Those two girls could have chosen to do many other things on that fine summer day, but they decided to practice church. That congregation must have baptized them and raised them “in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.” 

I wondered what the girls were singing – maybe a hymn or a choir song. Maybe the Doxology. Maybe next they would tell Bible stories and rehearse a baptism or serve communion. Those girls were learning church on that old Presbyterian porch in Truchas, New Mexico. I wanted to stay for the sermon.

Of course, that was the sermon: that God is not through with us, even though sometimes it may look and feel that way. 

Did you see the story in yesterday’s paper about the rocket recently blasted into the moon? In the hole left by the impact they clearly discovered water on what we had previously viewed as a dead disc in the night sky. And not just a drop or two; in the crater they found about 25 gallons of water in vapor and ice. One of the scientists said, “The moon is alive!” 

Where there is water, there is life. There must still be water in the font in that little congregation in Truchas, but for the Israelites of the 8th century, just before the Babylonian exile, time was running out. They were lost in a spiritual desert, bereft of the water of life, having given up worship and having lost any sense of being God’s people. Their religion had become half-hearted and meaningless. And their king, named Ahaz, had even closed the Temple in Jerusalem. It had fallen into ruin. 

That sounds a lot like the church in many parts of the world today, at least in the global north. It sounds like many historic churches in this country that once brimmed with life and are now relics of a bygone era. 

When we simply go through the motions, our faith quickly atrophies and the fire goes out. That is why we need to practice church – and it is why the successor of Ahaz, King Hezekiah, sets out to renew the worship life of the Hebrew people. Working with the prophet Isaiah, in the 30 years of his reign, Hezekiah does more to restore the religious vitality and the spiritual life of the nation of Israel than any other monarch in the ancient history of God’s people. 

In Hezekiah’s Israel, it is a new day, a time of renewed spiritual life marked by a return to the practices of old. That means restoring the Temple and its priests. That means recovering liturgy and ritual and worship. And, most importantly, it means reinstating the discipline of tithing. 

King Hezekiah knows that nothing shows the devotion and commitment and priorities of the people of God more clearly than their giving. So he teaches the people the practice of stewardship – of their crops, of their animals, of their products, of their very lives – in his words, “a tithe of everything.” 

Many years later John Calvin will echo the Israelite king when he writes:

Let this, therefore, be our rule for generosity and beneficence: we are the stewards of everything God has conferred on us by which we are able to help our neighbor… The only right stewardship,” Calvin says, “is that which is tested by the rule of love.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion¸ [Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960], vol. 2, p. 695)

To live faithfully is to give bountifully. Generous people live as if they are trying to give a tithe of everything they have – their possessions, their wisdom, their service, their resources, their love. I want to be a Christian like that. I want to part of a church like that. 

Westminster works hard at being generous; we have a standard of a double tithe for our giving as a congregation. Of all we receive in contributions, we direct 20% of it back out into mission beyond the church. Even in these times when resources are less abundant than earlier days, we have stayed the course of generosity. We are committed to sharing God’s grace in tangible ways beyond these walls. 

The biblical tithe of which King Hezekiah spoke has three features to it that guide us in our giving today. First, the tithe is an act of worship. It is a sacred response we offer to God. It is not merely giving to charity. 

A church stewardship program is not the same as a Minnesota Public Radio pledge drive or the annual fund of our alma mater or the campaign at the local museum. The latter efforts attempt to get us to support worthy causes; Christian stewardship, in contrast, is a fundamental expression of who we are and of what we hold to be true about our relationship with God. If MPR suddenly found itself with a massive windfall and all the money it needed to fund its budget they would – mercifully! – call off their pledge drive. The church would not, because we are stewards of everything, and our giving is an act of worship.

Second, the tithe is a proportion of people’s resources: 10% is the biblical standard. We develop the habit of Christian stewardship by folding into our lives the regular practice of proportionate giving. It may not be 10%; it might be more, it might be less, but what matters is that we discipline ourselves to give away a certain percentage of our resources. We do this not because the church needs the money, but because we are stewards of everything. 

Third, the tithe is paid first, off the top. In Hezekiah’s time, when the harvest was taken in, before it was stored or sold or brought to market, a tenth of it was taken off the top, in gratitude to God. 

“As soon as the word spread,” the text says, “the people of Israel gave in abundance the first fruits of grain, wine, oil, honey, and of all the produce of the field; and they brought in abundantly the tithe of everything.”
 (II Chronicles 31:5)

The first fruits – not the leftovers of the harvest, not the dregs from the bottom of the barrel: what honor would that bring to God? The tithe is given first. Imagine starting our own budgeting by first planning for what we will give away. What a difference that would make in how we view our resources and in the priorities we have.

Last week in adult education people wrote their own psalms as an exercise in spiritual growth. One of the Co-Chairs of this year’s stewardship program wrote the following:


“There once was a man from Clive,

Who was so proud that he did tithe,

But his pastor said he was lax,

For the tithe, he said, is PRE TAX,

So his countenance and piety took a dive.”

(By Brent Hall)

It is a far-reaching idea: a tithe of everything. Of everything. Our time. Our energy. Our ideas. Our expertise. Our gifts and talents. Westminster’s Covenant of Membership encourages all of us to give something. This past week, two persons in the new member class independently called to say that as part of their giving to the church they would like to help start a job transition ministry – and I had not even preached this sermon yet! A tithe of everything!

Practicing church. I bet those two girls in Truchas were going to receive the morning offering as part of their rehearsal. They seemed to know what they were doing, and I am sure they knew that it is not church unless there is an offering. A worship service – at least in our tradition – always gives people a chance to present something to God as a way to worship the Lord. When we give in worship, we are showing, in the words of the psalmist, that “The Lord is our chosen portion.” 
(Psalm 16:5)  

Our giving is a sign of what matters most to us. That is why Hezekiah encourages the people to give a tithe of everything; it means that God is Lord of their life.

Sometimes we forget why we do church, and we need to learn it all over again. Sometimes, in the midst of all the competition for our attention and loyalty, we lose track of why our faith matters. In the crush of life today, with its uninterrupted torrent of information and communication, with its unlimited options, with its days overfull with things we can never quite finish, it is easy to forget why we do church. 

So we have to teach ourselves again each week; every Lord’s Day we rehearse what we claim to be true: that God is sovereign in our lives. 

We practice church, you and I, and we start with giving our tithes and offerings.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
“A Tithe of Everything”
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