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Get ready for the onslaught!  Maybe for you it has already started.  In the mail, online, on
radio, television – give to our noble cause!  You are righteous if you do – the other end of the scale
if you ditch this heart-tugging appeal.  Letters, cards, pre-printed return-address stickers, and of
course those pictures of the kids with the huge eyes.  Give.  And into this toxic mess wade hapless
preachers every fall, hawking “Stewardship Season:”  “Give till it helps!”  “Keep the Lights On.” 
Wised-up congregants cast a wary eye every year about this time.  Here it comes....  Pledge cards all
too often become some sort of church-tax 1040 form.  Unless . . . you look around at our triple-slam
this year:  the pandemic, now stretching out unholy claws for a third verse, gonna be worse.  The
election.  And the public wrestling smack-down between the historic racism in our nation and a
newly-energized anti-racist movement, following the agonizing 8 minute and 46 second murder of
George Floyd.  You look around and see faith communities responding at every level.  You bet we
are keeping the lights on – trying to shine the light of hope, in a world that feels like it is careening
toward midnight.  Why do we give?  Simple:  to keep hope alive!

Truth is, turbulent times can actually help clarify faith communities’ reason to be.  Troubles
force us to ask why we are here.  That’s what got Malachi so upset.  Tail end of the Christian Old
Testament, rounding out the Prophets division of the Jewish Bible.  Tossing his message at a people
now fairly settled, after the profoundly unsettling Exile in Babylon.  Rescued by Persia, returned to
their old stomping grounds after way too long, now the Temple was rebuilt.  Everything was
beginning to look rosy again.  So they relaxed.  Temple worship kind of slumped.  The rich went
back to building their investment portfolios, the poor got forgotten.  Not even enough scratch left
in the Temple treasury to care for them.(1)  Troubled by a K-shaped recovery:  the rich got richer,
and the poor got poorer.  They had forgotten why they were there.  And God exploded:  bring the full
tithes back into My storehouse!  You are shredding any hope of being a community of justice.  Give
Me a try, just give Me a try, said God.  Take care of each other, and you will see a monsoon storm
of resources showering down to get the job done.  But if all you do is hoard your cash – get ready
for doom and gloom, friends.  To a society fat on profit, Malachi rang the cry for justice. 
Specifically economic justice.  Paul chimed in with his own variation.  His was not condemnation,
but encouragement.  “A collection for the poor in Jerusalem!” he cried to that rowdy church in
Corinth.  “Put a little away every week, and you, too, can take care of somebody overseas!”  And
then pastor Paul pulls the “look at them” move:  “Hey, how about those Macedonians!  Did you ever
see anybody like them?  Not only do they not have two drachma to rub together, and suffering
Rome’s heavy hand on them right now, they are jumping into the J-Collection with both feet!  I
mean, let’s go, how much can we give?  What do you think about that . . . Corinth?  You gonna let
them smoke you?”  Don’t you love his technique?  But look, both Mal and Paul are honing in on the
same idea:  we give to change lives.  And then we are astonished to also discover that when we give,
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we find God.  Mal and Paul both knew:  when we tackle something too big for us, to change those
lives, we discover God pouring out the resources.  When we offer our stuff to God, God supersizes
the generosity, and pours out the blessing.  The river overflows its banks.  Paul wraps it up into a
divine gift-basket.  The grace of God(v. 1), he says, the free gift of God’s endless love that is always
for us, generates generosity(vv. 6, 7), because God’s abundant energy(vv. 2, 7) is contagious.  And
that sparks joy(v. 2), because you’ll start seeing God’s hand working everywhere – in your own life,
and through your hands to uplift other lives.(2)  “Look at that!  How did we pull that one off?  Must
have been God.”  You find yourself swept up in something grand, bigger than you, remaking this
weary world.  When you give, the God of all is working through you.  Even in turbulent times. 
Maybe especially in turbulent times.  God uses our not much, and works miracles in the lives of
others.  We learn why we’re here.

Well, take a look around.  What’s happening today?  The “nones” – called that because of
how they answer the question “what is your religious tradition?”(3) – are done with “church” as an
institution. With the hypocrisy of “we’re better than them.”  With pastors lording it over the flock,
sending out urgent appeals to raise $25 million so that he can upgrade his private jet to go spread the
Word of the Lord.  Malachi would scorn, “Go take a Greyhound!  You’ll meet some interesting
people.”  But maybe the “nones” never stumbled across a congregation that said not, “we are
church,” but “we are doing church.”  Look, Paul talked about the “body of Christ.”  He didn’t mean,
we are some thing called “Body of Christ.”  Come join us, so you can earn that merit-badge, too. 
No, he was talking about a community that was the living embodiment of the ministry of Jesus
Christ, here and now.  A bunch of ordinary mortals supercharged with invisible Holy Spirit power. 
Doing their way into being.  Working on becoming more like Christ.  Studying up on Bible. 
Keeping the conversation going with God.  Letting God perform some interior re-decoration in the
household of our lives.  Gathering together to learn how to swim against the stream of conformity
as we’re being transformed into acting like Christ.  Do you see?  Do you get it?  This is what Paul
was talking about. This is what Malachi was hoping for.  Church is not a “place to be.”  Church is
a way of living. Yes, look around:  we are doing church!

And guess what?  When we give, lives change.  When the CARES Act sent $1200 to
virtually every adult in this country, some kind hearts in our church said, “hey, I don’t need this so
much.  But maybe somebody else does.  So let’s throw mine and your $1200 together and create a
Benevolence Fund, to care for folks from our church who are in tight spots due to COVID.”  So far,
that fund has helped two people already – and we have been repaid.  You want to talk about God’s
grace prompting generosity creating joy?  How amazing, how humbling, to see it in action:  the
generous contributions to the Benevolence Fund provided the wealth to directly save more than one
from an economic crash.  You did that.  Doing church.  And your generous giving to our regular
budget is helping a bunch of folks get through this present crisis.  You help fund our subscription
to Zoom.  When we can’t gather physically, we can still see each other, hear each other – and draw
strength from each other.  The night before the election, we had a special prayer time for stressed-out
folks.  A couple of dozen people from both Community Christian and Guardian Angels showed up
in those little rectangles.  And did it help to hear each other, to bring our troubles to God?  You bet
it did!  Your giving makes stuff like that happen.  Changing lives.  Giving hope. That’s what God
did through you.  God’s grace prompting generosity creating joy.  That’s how we do church! 
Changing lives.  Through your giving.
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Friends, even in the midst of this pandemic, God is using all our gifts.  In the midst of this
crashing economy, we are still doing church, changing lives.  In the midst of almost 71 million
people voting for racist policies, police beating up on unarmed protestors, killing black people
without penalty, Washington rolling back environmental protections, and still doing nothing about
this raging wildfire of a pandemic, the need is clear.  We will use the gifts God gave us, the fierce
passion for justice that burns in our hearts, and work to care for those ruthlessly being kicked down
the stairs.  When you return those commitment cards by Friday, with a number scribbled on them,
you are changing lives.  Doing church, in this mess, nonetheless!  Amen.
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