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FOR THE AVON GROVE SUN MINISTER ARTICLE
That church just wants my money!   Part 1 of 2
Everyone has their reason.   “I don’t give because…”   What’s yours?   I’ll tell you why I don’t give to my church in just a moment.   But first, did you know that the Barna research group found that only “one out six born again Christians gave no money to his/her church during 1999.”  Only 8% of believers tithed the 10% spoken about in scripture.  In fact, the more money people earn, the less they give, which blows the notion of “I can’t afford to give” out of the water.  But just imagine what could happen, the community programs, outreaches and ministries the churches in our area could sponsor, if everyone reading this article tithed.   
Barna writes, “while 8% of those making $20,000 or less gave at least 10% of their income to churches, that proportion dropped to 5% among those in the $20,000-$29,999 and $30,000-$39,999 categories; to 4% among those in the $40,000-$59,999 range, down to 2% for those in the $60,000-$74,999 niche; and to 1% for those making $75,000-$99,999. The level jumped a bit for those making $100,000 or more, as 5% of the most affluent group tithed in 1999.”  (www.Barna.org update 52)
So why don’t we give?   Are we afraid that some irresponsible or unethical pastor will run away with the money?   Are we scared that if we give, we wouldn’t be able to take our annual vacation to (insert your favorite exotic location here)?  Maybe we think that we can do more good with our money than the church can?   
When I was 16, I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted do with my life.   And there wasn’t a Ground Zero Master’s Commission program nearby that I could go spend a year with so I could figure it out.   So I did the next best thing.   I listed all the possible careers that I might want to pursue and then only applied to colleges that had all those majors.   They had to have business management, computer networking, video production, psychology, sociology, youth ministry, and a cool outdoors or high adventure program.  That was a tall order, but I found four schools that fit the bill, including Eastern University.    I can hear all the court room drama fans saying, “I object your honor.  Relevance? What does this have to do with giving?”  Indulge me. 
I prayed for a car that I could pay cash for (because I didn’t want loan payments making me a slave to my car) and I really wanted something that would last me all four years of college.   Not long after, a women I used to babysit for, called me and said her neighbor was selling an 84’ Olds Cutlass supreme worth $2200 for $1300.  I bought it with cash I’d made mowing lawns and shoveling snow.

I did four years of college, and about the time I got to the spring semester of my senior year, all my friends were either changing majors for the third time, hoping to cram four years of college into five, or they were frantically trying to find a job in their field by graduation.   I was doing neither.   I had received a phone call in January offering me a position that I hadn’t even applied for.  And I was going to have the opportunity to do video production, computer networking, counseling, high adventure trips, and a ton of other things that I absolutely love to do.   Rather than just pursuing one of these fields, I was going to get to do all of them, in the same place, and get paid for it, albeit not a lot.
I graduated and like all my friends who were launching out on their own, I needed housing.  A week before I arrived, someone called my boss and offered me a place to live, rent free, for the cost of the utilities I’d use.  That house taught me how to stoke a woodstove to bake all night long in the middle of winter, and allowed me to save money for a down payment on a house.  What a blessing!
The 1984 Olds not only survived four years of college like I’d asked, but another 3 years beyond that with nothing more than a battery, regular oil changes, and some brake pads, all of which I did myself.   It started having transmission trouble and eventually died, but someone loaned me a vehicle for several weeks, and then another person gave me a 96 Jeep Grand Cherokee, simply saying, “We have been very impressed with your perseverance and dedication with the teenagers.  That is generally a career that will not make you a fortune, and we thought that you deserved a bonus.”  The timing could not have been better!

I searched, off an on, for a sub $100k house in the New London area, and even in the current financial state of our country, there weren’t too many places available.   I did finally find the right house, but the sellers delayed settlement for almost three months and it was a little more than I could afford.  I had to leave my current place during the interim, but a local family quickly offered their basement for a few months until I could close on the new place.  Through the negotiation process and the delay, the sellers knocked $20,000 off the asking price and gave me another $1200 cash to get the rotted bathroom floor fixed.  The crazy part was that we went to settlement on my 25th birthday, just days before I was scheduled to leave for a two week mission trip.  While I was gone, family and friends moved me in.  
I got engaged 4 months later and we married the following May.  Her parents gave us the car she was driving and a freezer.   A friend offered her a job at his store until she could get a job as a substitute in the local schools.  So I tell you all of that to tell you why I don’t give to my church.   It’s for similar reasons that the father of N. Graham Standish didn’t give to his church.   This is what he said.
“Son, I don’t give because I have to.  I don’t give because I’m expected to.  I give because it is the only way I can say ‘thank you’ to God.   God has blessed me so much in my life and I have done nothing to deserve it.   And when you are faced with a God as great as ours, there’s not much you can do to pay God back.  So, I give because it is the only way I can thank God for all the incredible blessings God has given me.”  Paradoxes for Living: Cultivating Faith in Confusing Times, N. Graham Standish 
My relationship with Jesus is the center of everything I do in life.   I started tithing when I was very young and just getting an allowance.    I tithed as I started my lawn mowing business, and later as I got a summer job at a TV station and a part time video job with the Blue Rocks baseball team.  I tithed all through college as I worked with the computing department, and took part time work here and there.   And not because I feel like I have to, or to say that I’m better than anyone else, or because I owe it to anyone, but rather, because it is my way of thanking God for all the provision He blessed me with in my life.   But in addition to that thankfulness, I believe in the biblical principle of planting and harvesting.   And if you aren’t tithing, my experience says that you are missing out on a blessing!   More on that next week.
Drew Cope is the director of operations at the Christian Life Center in New London PA and is widely known for his work with the Project Rake home repair outreach of the Ground Zero Youth Ministry.  For more info on any of these ministries or to reach Drew regarding this two part series, visit www.CLCFamily.net or www.GZYouth.com or e-mail Drew@CLCFamily.net.
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Last week, I shared how Jesus has worked in my life through tithing.   I want to pick up this week on a theme that this community is very familiar with:  planting and harvesting.   Farmers know that if they plant corn, they are going to harvest corn.   And if they plant wheat, they are going to harvest wheat.   Some people say that “what goes into the ground, comes out of the ground,” or, “what goes around, comes around.”  Jesus says in Luke 6:32-38 that ‘by [our] standard of measure, it will be measured [back] to [us] in return.’  It all comes back to the same principle.  If you don’t plant anything in the spring, then you are not going to harvest anything in the fall.   And if you only plant one acre of corn, you are only going to harvest one acre of corn.   

The one variable farmers cannot control is the number of ears of corn they get out of that acre.   You can prepare the soil, rest the field, rotate your crops, fertilize, add water, and control pests, but at the end of the day, you and I have no say in whether you get 3 ears on a stalk or 8 ears on a stalk.   In the same way, you can’t take an air compressor over to your vegetable garden to inflate undersized tomatoes.   Corinthians 3 says that Paul planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase.  

I’ve heard people say, “I can’t afford to tithe.”   I would argue that we can’t afford not to tithe.  I would be truly scared to live without the blessings of God’s provision in my life.   When my wife switched from a steady 30 hour a week cashier job to occasional substitute teaching and private math tutoring we wondered if we would have to skimp on some of the less essential things in life.   What we found was that as we honored God, and following his call on Tracey’s life, that our bills seemed to get smaller in proportion to our reduced income.    And don’t even think about lying on your taxes this year.   I have no doubt that God is fully capable of allowing an added expense to enter my life in direct proportion to any gain I might find by tweaking the numbers on my tax return.  

I listened to some tapes last year and someone asked Pastor Tony Evans why their water heater broke, the car won’t stay fixed, and their roof is leaking.   Dr. Evan’s asked them “Who owns car, the house and the water heater in that house.”   The couple said, “We do… obviously.”   Evans then asked if they tithed.   The couple said, “no.”   

There is a group of individuals today warning that the American economy is on the brink of collapse.   They say that bad lending practices, and the Government’s printing of money to fund the war in Iraq have inflated the dollar so much, that we’re about to enter another time of depression era pricing.    I’m not an economist and I don’t claim to know if they are right or not, but I do know this.  If they are right, and prices do soar, my family is going to be fine.   I’ll explain in the same way that that Dr. Evans explained things to this couple.  Those who do not tithe have two fundamental problems: ownership verses stewardship and supply lines of blessing which are shut.   
If you rent your home, it’s your landlord’s responsibility to make the repairs.   If you lease your car, the repairs are paid for by the dealership.  However, if you own it, the repairs are on you.   Now, I’m all about owning a house, and buying used but reliable automobiles as opposed to renting or leasing them… but when it comes to recognizing who really owns the stuff that my wife and I use in our daily lives, Colossians 1:16-17, James 1:17, Deuteronomy 8:17-20 and other scriptures point out that everything we have, including our ability to earn an income, comes from God.  God also points out to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 29:5-6 that He made their sandals last for 40 years and not wear out.   I’d love to have a car that lasted 40 years and never needed new tires, or batteries or anything else.   And God is capable of providing that as He sees fit.  My wife and I know that if prices go up, then God is going to make the stuff, that He has currently entrusted to us, last longer and not wear out.  Because we recognize that He actually owns it, and that we’re just a temporary steward of it until He asks for it back, or tells us to pass it along to someone else.
The second problem that Evans points out is that according to Malachi 3:10-11 the windows or floodgates, or the supply lines of God’s blessings are shut until we tithe.  And moreover, that when we do tithe, He promises to bless us so much that we don’t have room for it.  Verse 11 says that God will, “prevent pests from destroying our crops and the vines of your fields will not cast their fruit.”   So not only is He going to bless us, but He’s going to protect what He’s already given us.   
When we honor God with the tithe first, He opens the floodgates of blessing: emotional, spiritual, physical and financial.   For my wife and I, it all comes down to stewardship.   The money we have, isn’t ours.   The car isn’t ours.  The house we live in, is not ours.   They are all on loan for us to use for God’s glory, until such time as He calls us to pass it along to someone else.   So with that mindset, we choose not to have cable TV.  We don’t have high speed internet.   We don’t have a house phone.  We keep the heat at 59 degrees and wear a sweater or a hat.  We buy our brand name clothes at thrift stores and goodwill, and if we can’t find something that fits, we’ll hit K-Mart or Wal-mart, or Kohl’s during those 75% off clearance sales.  Tracey is the queen of discount shopping.  We want to exercise the best stewardship, so that we can plant well.   The phrase, “don’t eat your seed-corn” comes to mind.

But there is one last thing.  If you are going to tithe, you have to do it with the correct motive.   If you are giving, just so you have God’s blessing, forget it.   People look on the outward appearance but God looks at the heart.   Each should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, because God loves a cheerful giver.  And while Tracey and I don’t tithe to get the blessings, we do look for them so we can thank God for them.   Don’t always expect them to come in the form of money or things.  The spiritual and emotional blessings are just as important as the physical ones.

If you don’t tithe, I would encourage you to start, because you are missing out on one of the most amazing vehicles that God uses to bless us.   Figure out what your gross income for the week is, multiply it by .1 or 10% and then write a check in that amount.   Pray, thanking God that He has blessed you with the ability to create wealth, and that He’s given you an income so that you can tithe.  Then ask Him to meet your needs today as you step out in faith by tithing.   Then take that check and give it to the church where you are attending and being fed spiritually.   If you aren’t attending a church, I’d encourage you to flip though this paper.  There are about 25 listed on another page.  Find one close to your home, one that teaches the Bible, and who reaches out to this community.   Trust God in this way, every week for two months, and watch for the “floodgates of blessing” to open.  
The church doesn’t need your money.  God doesn’t need your money.   God has “livestock on a thousand hills.”  But He’s given us tithing as an opportunity to focus on Him, to keep us from getting too materialistic or caught up in this world, to allow us to trust Him for our needs, and as a vehicle that He can us to bless us.   The church doesn’t want your money.   But Jesus wants your heart.   You can’t serve both God and money.  You will love one and hate the other.   

I said that God doesn’t need your money and that’s the truth.  But God does use tithing to support the local churches.   So just for kicks and giggles: I want you to think about at what the churches in our community have been able to do with the national average of 8% of Christian’s tithing.   Newspaper articles about Master’s Commissions in New London and Gap come to mind, Project: R.A.K.E., the Garage, the Power Place, & Good Neighbors in Kennett, Good Works in Coatesville, Light House Youth Center in Oxford, Homefront Christian Outreach, the Bridge, and so many more.  Now, imagine the change that the church as a whole could bring to the community if we moved from 8% of Christians tithing to 30% or  60% of Christians tithing, or the amazing outreach force that the local congregations could be if 100% of Christians in our area started to tithe.   The results would be mind-boggling.   We could wipe out hunger across Southern Chester County.   We could wipe out substandard living conditions.   We could clean up neighborhoods.   We could partner with Pastors in foreign countries and adopt whole towns and villages.   The results would be mind-boggling.   But don’t take my word for it.  Try it yourself.   Don’t miss out on this promised blessing from God.
Drew Cope is the director of operations at the Christian Life Center in New London PA and is widely known for his work with the Project Rake home repair outreach of the Ground Zero Youth Ministry.  For more info on any of these ministries or to reach Drew regarding this two part series, visit www.CLCFamily.net or www.GZYouth.com or e-mail Drew@CLCFamily.net.
