
                             
 
 

   
 

About 20 years ago, I was slaving away at a PhD dissertation on the topic of worship. I studied worship in three 
Presbyterian churches in the western suburbs, one with traditional worship, one with both traditional and 
contemporary worship, and a third with a “blended” service that was contemporary with another name. I wanted 
to know more about why congregations were tearing themselves apart in arguments about worship. And, at a 
personal level, I wanted to know why anyone would want to stop singing hymns, because that is my favorite part 
of any worship service. 
  
One of the more interesting books I read along the way was Holy Things, by Gordon Lathrop. Holy Things is an 
exploration of how Christian worship is organized, its logic. I remember two big ideas from that book. The first 
is Lathrop’s idea about "things." Lathrop talks about the materiality of our worship. We have a book – the Bible – 
from which we read and teach. We have a table, around which we eat. We have a bath. We have a cup and a plate. 
These are simple things, things that we use in everyday life. Worship, he reminds us, doesn’t need to be fancy. It 
uses a few essential things available to almost anybody. People are also essential to worship, he understood that, 
but he used a whole other book to talk about us. The first book is about things. 
  
The second big idea Lathrop writes about is how Christian worship juxtaposes these things to make meaning. 
Things get coupled and put alongside each other in a worship service, and each informs the other. So, for 
example, the words from this book get put side by side with the table, and then we recall and interpret stories 
about Jesus and others eating together at table, and sometimes we eat together. Or, the teaching from this book 
gets coupled with a bath, and we begin to understand how baptism fits into our journeys of discipleship.  
  
I loved this book because it invited me to consider the basics of worship in some new ways.  
  
It also got me to thinking, because there was a worship thing that Lathrop left out of this book, a material object 
that has always been part of the Sunday morning worship in which I’ve participated. He left out money. To be 
fair, money is not at the core of Christian worship. As a “thing” of worship, it doesn’t rise to the importance of the 
Bible, or the baptismal font, or the cup and plate we use to celebrate communion. It’s not that central and, yet, 
we receive money that worshipers donate to the church and its mission every Sunday. And every year we ask our 
members and friends to estimate for us how much they anticipate giving to the church in the following year so 
we can make a responsible budget and plan accordingly. Money may not be a central thing of worship, yet it is a 
very central dimension of our life together and a routine part of Sunday morning. 
  
So how do we think about money in worship? What sort of thing is it when set in this sacred context? 
  
Money is as multi-faceted a symbol as anything we might find in our society. It symbolizes our privilege or lack 
thereof. It stands for the hard work we do and how much we’ve earned. It symbolizes part of our heritage and 



   
 

what we might leave behind. It is something that can be mis-used, ill-begotten, extorted from the naïve or 
disenfranchised. It's dirty sometimes, figuratively and literally. I remember my mom telling me when I was a 
little kid that I should never, ever put money in my mouth because, as she said, "Who knows whose hands have 
touched it, or where those hands have been!" Yuck. Money. It may sometimes be dirty, but at the same time it has 
power. We like it. We want it. 
  
When I get the hiccups, Tony says to me, “If you hiccup one more time, I will give you a dollar.” Sometimes he 
takes a dollar out of his wallet and shows it to me. In 42 years of marriage, that hiccup cure has worked almost 
every time. He shows me the dollar and I stop hiccupping, which means that he gets to keep his money. Can you 
believe it? There is not even inflation involved. My hiccups can be bought by the lure of one dollar. Sometimes, 
just seeing him reach for his wallet makes me stop hiccupping. Money, or the promise of money, has power.  
  
And every week in worship, we invite you to open up your wallets or your purses or your checkbooks, and give us 
some of your money, whatever that might symbolize for you. What I wonder is: how might giving money in 
worship amplify or modify how we think about our money? What happens to our understanding of this very 
secular thing, when we juxtapose it with the sacred acts of teaching, prayer, and communion? 
  
Let me talk about my own experience of giving for a bit.  
  
When I give my offering I am, in part, expressing gratitude. I'm deeply thankful that I have enough wealth to be 
able to share some with the church. I'm grateful to the Church for the role it has played in my life; not only have 
I found my vocation here, but I have been held and supported by the Church and its people at some critical times 
in my life. I will always be grateful for the safe harbors the Church provided me when I needed shelter from the 
storms in my life.  
  
I'm also grateful that the Church can do things I cannot - it can reach around the world with generosity and 
compassion; its ministry extends to places I shall never go, and I can be a part of that with my giving. 
  
When I give my offering, I'm also sending up a prayer. It's a prayer of hope that this money will not be wasted, 
that it will be used to do good in the places that need it most. That prayer is not always answered, as you know. 
None of us is foolish enough to believe that the Church uses its resources wisely all the time - it is a human 
institution, after all. But I nonetheless hope that the Church will do its best, and, in my experience, it usually 
does. Not all my hard-earned money falls on rocky ground. Sometimes it falls on more fertile ground and reaps a 
hundredfold, and my prayer is that keep happening. 
  
I also pray for myself when I give money to the church. As a Christian disciple, I have a lot of growing up to do 
before I get to the point where I think Jesus will be really happy with me. I have rough edges that need to be 
softened. I have curmudgeonly ideas that could use an infusion of new perspectives and fresh alternatives. I have 
a selfish streak that wants to store up treasures for myself, whether I need them or not. I have a lot of growing to 
do, and, as the UCC’s would say, God is not done with me yet.  
  



   
 

Happily, God is not done with any of us. God is working in all of our lives to help us become more faithful 
disciples. Real, everyday life is the space in which God helps us to grow in faithfulness: the choices we make; the 
practices that are routine parts of our lives; the people we befriend; the way we spend our money.  
  
The fact that we embed the offering of money in our worship suggests to me that what I do with my wealth is 
part of what shapes my discipleship. It’s not the only thing in my life that shapes my discipleship, and it may not 
be the most important thing. But, how I use my wealth, how I think about my wealth, that’s all part of how God 
works in my life to move me a little closer toward Jesus. Giving myself to that, allowing God to work on me, is 
part of the prayer I make when I contribute to the offering. 
  
I also have a hope, a prayer, that giving money in church will help me to put money in its proper place. I know in 
my mind that money is not the be-all and end-all of life, but I do not always act as if that’s true. Like the Beatles 
said, I know that “money can’t buy me love” or any other really important thing in life, yet I do not always act as 
if I know that to be true. My prayer is that I can remember that although money is the means to a lot of ends, it 
is not the means to the ends that matter most in a life.  
  
The psalmist knows that to be true. This poet invites us to magnify the Lord together, to taste and see God’s 
goodness. God draws close to the brokenhearted, the psalmist assures us, and lifts up whoever takes refuge in 
God. Those who honor God, says the psalmist, find safety and deliverance. Those who seek peace and pursue it 
discover a love of life and the enjoyment of good things. The psalmist knows, deep in her heart, that God is the 
author and giver of abundant life.  
  
As you know, today is our Stewardship Sunday, the worship service at which we invite you to submit your giving 
commitment for 2019. We who administer your church are grateful when you hand in these forms promptly, 
because it allows us to project a realistic budget for next year. And, more concretely, the money you give helps 
this church to keep going – it funds the heat and light and salaries and ongoing work of this place. I thank you 
for the gifts that you have given and those that are yet to come.  
  
May your giving be a meaningful act of Christian discipleship. May your giving be a process in which God meets 
you in prayer and in hope. And may the gifts you offer fall on fertile ground and bring forth abundant life for 
all God’s children. 
Amen.  
 


