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Discover the Joy of Giving that Lasts
Psalm 126; Matthew 6:25-33

I think I have told you before that when I was a little fellow the preschool
building of my home church was one of several annex buildings on the
property.  Some of you will remember the old Thorne House which once sat
on this property and was used for a while as an “Annex Building.”  The Annex
where we preschoolers hung out to play, sing, and learn about Jesus on
Sunday mornings was an old white, clapboard house with a wrap-around
porch.  It had big rooms, loving teachers, and many good friends.  When I
thought about going to church in those days, I thought about going to that
building.  At four years old, that was my limited understanding of church.

I did have an inkling that something else was going on, however.  Every
once in a while my father would bring me an offering envelope from “big
church” when he came to pick me up to go home.  I don’t know why I kept
asking for them.  I think it was the sketch of the church on the front which
piqued my interest in what actually went on inside that building.  As far as the
envelope itself, I did not have much interest in what went on inside of it.

It was probably in the first grade that I began sitting with the Wright clan
in the back row of the first section on the left in the balcony of the First Baptist
Church of Chester, South Carolina.  You could not get much more “back-row
Baptist than that–except for the handful of folks who sat in the ten or so rows
in the very back section of the balcony.  It was then that I received my first box
of offering envelopes and each week my parents would remind me to put a
dime out of my allowance of $1.00 to give back to God through the church.

I also remember walking down the aisle of our church with my family
and placing a pledge card in the roof of a model of the church–in much the
same way we did this morning.

Week by week I put an envelope with a sketch of the church in the
corner and a dime inside in the offering plate as it passed along our pew.  I
had no idea what happened with that dime.  I knew what could have
happened with it if I could have taken it to Wilton’s Store a few blocks from
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our house: ten pieces of candy, a candy bar, or, with another saved 15¢, a hot
sausage out of a big gallon jar on the counter–a favorite of the Wright boys.

As I grew older, did a few more chores around the house, and increased
my allowance, that dime grew into a quarter, then fifty cents, and, when I
started making my own money, a dollar or more a week.  I put that envelope
in the offering plate week by week, but I still did not know what really went on
inside it.

When I reached high school and our youth group took mission trips to
Ohio and Upstate New York, I began to pay attention as to what happened
with some of that money in the envelope.  In Streetsboro, Ohio and a year
later in Oneonta, New York, we led backyard Bible clubs for children, some
of whom had never attended a church and they responded to the Gospel.  We
performed the musical Celebrate Life in churches large and small and adults
responded to the Gospel.  As we do here, we youth raised a good bit of the
funds for that trip but it was also offerings from our church that made it
possible for the trips to take place.  

When I began my studies at Furman University, I began to see more of
what happened with the money in those envelopes.  In the early nineteenth
century, following the leadership of Richard Furman, a pastor and educator,
Furman Academy was established in Edgefield, South Carolina and later
moved to Greenville, South Carolina where it flourished into the fine institution
it is today.  I realized that for over 150 years at that point in time, Baptists all
over South Carolina and Georgia had supported that great institution of higher
education so that young people like myself could receive a good education.
Part of my own dimes had found their way to Furman as well.  The same thing
happened here in North Carolina and resulted in schools like Wake Forest,
Meredith, Campbell, Chowan, Gardner Webb, and Mars Hill.  

Moving on to Southern Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky for my
theological education, those envelopes kept following me.  Southern was
established on the campus of Furman before the Civil War but had to cease
classes while the war raged.  With the rebuilding of the South drawing on so
many resources, the seminary moved to Louisville to accept a generous offer
of land and support from a Baptist in that city.  Other Baptists from all over the
country put their offerings in envelopes and a portion of it helped Southern
grow into a first-class theological seminary where thousands of young men
and women were prepared for Christian ministry over the years.  A portion of
my dimes had made it there, too.
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Upon completion of seminary, I was called to the First Baptist Church
in Savannah, Georgia, an historic congregation now 212 years old.
Throughout its noble history, Baptists have supported it and its broad
ministries by placing their offerings in little envelopes.  The second pastor of
that church, a man named William Bullein Johnson, a protégée of Richard
Furman, became the first President of the Southern Baptist Convention.
Another pastor of the that church was a young man named Thomas Meredith,
a name many of you know.  Meredith returned to North Carolina where he
helped organize the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina, what would
become Wake Forest University, and called for the establishment of a college
for women which today bears his name.  The Savannah congregation also
included a deacon named Josiah Penfield who provided the seed money for
what is now Mercer University.  I began to see a much larger picture of what
happens with the dimes in those little envelopes.

From Savannah our family moved to Warrenton, North Carolina and the
Baptist Church there.  Now over 160 years old, that great church has seen a
number of its young people ordained to Christian ministry and was
instrumental in establishing the North Carolina Baptist Children’s Homes.  A
lot of envelopes have been placed in those plates over long years.

For over fourteen years I have marveled at the ministry of this
congregation.  You have maintained a beautiful and purposeful set of
buildings that are used in multiple ways for ministry and support to this
community.  You have introduced thousands of children to Christ and sent
them out into the world equipped to worship and minister in any number of
churches.  You have built homes for people through Habitat for Humanity,
provided nutritious food, warm clothing, and safe lodging for hundreds of
families.  You have learned to sing and play the great music of our faith.  You
have explored the scriptures to determine what relevance they have for our
lives today.  You have reached into this community in manifold ways to share
Christ’s love and you have loved one another here through the happiest and
saddest of times.

You have done all of these things while caring about the larger world
and supporting efforts to share the Gospel around the globe in meaningful
and creative ways.  You support a ministry to Afghan refugees in Fremont,
California and The Village of Hope in Kiev, Ukraine which is a ministry to
at-risk children.  You provide help for a ministry in the Delta section of
Arkansas which is one of the twenty poorest communities in the nation.  You
support a growing hospital ministry and provide safe homes for children
throughout this state.  Of course I cannot forget the vital support you provide
for two missionaries from this congregation who minister in Slovakia.
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Observing all that the churches I have been a part of have done, I have
begun to see that what is in those little envelope goes a long way.  Those
envelopes do not represent something like dime-store candy that is enjoyed
briefly but is gone before the day is out.  What goes into those envelopes
becomes part of something larger and longer lasting than you or I could ever
imagine on our own.  No matter what is done specifically with the money in
those envelopes, it eventually is used to shape and change lives–my life and
your life and the lives of people we will never even know.  It will change
conditions in a variety of settings.  It will even change the course of history on
occasion.

I realize that I would not be here today if it were not for the dimes and
dollars that the people in the First Baptist Church of Chester, South Carolina
have put in their envelopes for over 175 years.  Clarence Godwin would never
have been our first pastor had it not been for the dimes and dollars offered by
the good people of his home church in Ahoskie.  Gaylord Lehman would not
have had the good and long ministry he had here for 32 years were it not for
the faithful people of the First Baptist Church of Inman, South Carolina who
put their dimes and dollars in the offering plate each week.

In fact, none of this that we know as Lakeside Baptist Church would be
possible without the dimes and dollars offered by people in thousands of
churches over the years.  If those churches had not existed, many of you
would not be here today.  Our ministry staff would be different.  Our leaders
in every area of church life would be different.  And think how different our
community would be if Lakeside had not had a vital presence here for fifty-
seven years.  When we commit to something larger than ourselves,
something that is broader, more substantive, something eternal, our dimes
and dollars do far more than we could ever imagine and sometimes will never
know.

I know how tough these past years have been financially for individuals
and for our world.  I admit that in such difficult economic times the words of
Jesus seem a little out of touch and a bit hollow.  Listen to them:

“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you
will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will
wear.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than
clothing?  Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap
nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.
Are you not of more value than they?  And can any of you by
worrying add a single hour to your span of life?  And why do you
worry about clothing?  Consider the lilies of the field, how they
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grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all
his glory was not clothed like one of these.  But if God so clothes
the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown
into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little
faith?  Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or
‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’  For it is the Gentiles
who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father
knows that you need all these things.  But strive first for the
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will
be given to you as well. Matthew 6:25-33

We cannot help but worry about food and clothing and shelter when the
economy is in the tank.  But Jesus reminds us that when our hearts are set
on something larger than ourselves, when our focus is on what God is doing
rather than what we alone are doing, when our priority is to honor God rather
than reward ourselves then we do not have to worry about day to day needs.
When we are committed to something substantive that God is doing in the
world then we will be less likely to overextend ourselves and get into financial
trouble.  When our priority is to be a part of God’s ministry in this place, then
God will make certain that we are wise in our choices.  When we realize that
our dimes and dollars have eternal significance, then we are more likely to
spend them in important and less frivolous ways.

Just before he said the words I read a few moments ago, Jesus said,
“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust
consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves
treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where
thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart
will be also” (Matthew 6:19-21).

Long years ago when God delivered his people from trial and tribulation,
they rejoiced.  They had discovered the joy of faithful living and God once
again blessed them.  Their response was to affirm: “The Lord has done great
things for us, and we rejoiced” (Psalm 126:3a).  So God has done great things
for us and we rejoice.  We also rejoice because we have found a way to do
great things for God.  We have discovered what happens in those little
envelopes with the sketch of the church in the corner.  We have discovered
the joy of giving, and not just giving as a gesture of gratitude, but giving that
lasts because it changes lives and it changes the world.  That is reason to
rejoice.  That is reason to commit.  That is reason to give.  Thanks be to God!
Amen.



November 25, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

How often it is that we dwell on the inconveniences and challenges of
life, O God, rather than being mindful of the abundance of your blessings to
us.  But we come to worship this day and in this season with hearts
overflowing with gratitude because of all of the gifts with which you have
graced our lives.  In the past week alone, many of us have enjoyed the
support and companionship of family and friends; an excess of food and other
comforts; the satisfaction of meaningful work as well as time for rest and play;
the freedom to make choices and express our opinions; opportunities to
worship, to reflect, to enjoy things of beauty; and countless other blessings
which enrich our days but which often pass us by unnoticed and
unappreciated.  May we offer all that we have and all that we are, not only in
this season but indeed each day of our lives, both in grateful response for
your generosity and in humble acknowledgment that every moment we enjoy
is a gift from you.

Even as we offer our praise and gratitude, Loving God, we recognize
that ours is a world where many suffer more pain than we are likely to
experience and have needs greater than we can comprehend.  Give us
compassionate hearts, creative minds and willing hands that we might do the
work of loving others in your name.  When we experience good health, help
us to remember those who suffer.  When we gather with those who love us,
help us to remember those who are lonely.  When we have enough to eat,
help us to remember those who are hungry. When we are tired from our work,
help us to remember those who are jobless.  When we come in out of the
cold, help us to remember those who are homeless.  When we enjoy
moments of quiet rest, help us to remember those whose nations are filled
with the sounds of war.  May we work to create in our world, in our community
and in our lives a welcome place for all who are in need of your light and hope
and peace.  In the name of Jesus the Christ by whose life we are inspired and
by whose death and resurrection we are redeemed, we offer these and all our
prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


