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Text: “No one can serve two masters; for a slave will eifr hate the one and love the other,
or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You canrsetve God and wealth.”
(Matthew 6:24)

On Thursday evening of this past week our church, alongnivighother Uptown
churches, received the “Settlers’ Award” from the Gbitel Center City Partners in recognition
of the contribution of these churches to the city b&abtte for almost 200 years. As | read a
summary of the history of each of these churchess amazed by the perseverance each of
these churches demonstrated: Baptist, Methodist, Peggbyt Episcopalian, Roman Catholic,
and a House of Prayer. These churches survived a CivilRe¢agnstruction, and the Great
Depression. In the 1950’s and 1960’s, as many people moveel salibrbs of Charlotte, these
churches stayed downtown, forming an anchor to holditie

Those of us who were present for this occasion coatidhelp but marvel at the changes
that have occurred in the Center City of Charlotte tive past two and a half decades.

Two of the people sitting at our table Thursday werdRnerend Gregg Busby and an
elder in his church, Mildred Mosley. She had a speoiahection to our church. Her great
grandparents were slaves that sat in the balcony ofhbieh. They were part of the group of
slaves who, in 1966, founded the first African-Americaarch in this city.

Most of us, | suspect, don'’t think a great deal aboub@teny of our church being built
as a place for slaves to worship. As | thought of Mildvkx$ley and those thirty or so slaves
who worshipped in this church over one hundred fifty yegos Bremembered an address that
was sent to me, that was given by Sam Wells, wheei®#an of the Chapel at Duke University.
The title of the address was “The Gospel According tanBlelg Price,” and it was given at the
Reynolds Price Jubilee in February of 2008.




Wells noted that Reynolds Price has written a grealtat®ut religion in the past several
years: Three Gospels, Letter to a Man in the Fire, andA Serious Way of Wondering. Wells
notes that Price has a great appreciation for the Nestament Gospels, not just as religious
books, but as literary masterpieces. Wells also nbegdReynolds Price’s own faith is rooted in
a powerful experience in his own life when, sufferirgni a cancerous tumor in his spine, he
encountered an appearance of Jesus at the Sea of @alilbieh he was healed by Jesus and
spared what had appeared to be a certain death.

Wells went on to note that one of the distinctigpexts of the Gospel of Reynolds Price
and it is Price’s reservation about the institutiasfalrch. Price makes no secret of the fact that
he does not attend church — any church.

For Price, this reservation about the church is rootédss boyhood, growing up during
the Great Depression in Eastern North Carolina. Pxates that the county in which he lived
was 65 percent black and 35 percent white. In his latehifddecame keenly aware that during
the 1940's and 1950’s in the South, there was an astoundiffgriedce in the white churches to
the racial injustice that was all around and that prgbfb the end of the Civil War until the
1960’s, there was no word ever spoken in any church iSBdhgh about racial injustice.

But Price noticed something else about the church thalbld him. It wasn't just the
willful racist self-blinding of white Christianity — it véathe way that the churches seemed
blinded to the plight of the poor. It wasn'’t just theiaablindness, but the economic blindness
that convinced Price there was a raging chasm betwedeshes of the New Testament and the
institutional church.

Over the Sundays of Lent, we have looked again at sothe difficult sayings of Jesus:
the command of Jesus to his disciples to deny themsghkesup their cross, and follow him;
the troubling saying of Jesus about the Christ who barngsvord” and “division;” and this past
week, the tension between Jesus and his own family.

This morning we look at the trouble with money and tlyengpof Jesus in the Sermon on
the Mount, “You cannot serve God and mammon (wealMainmon is an Aramaic word that
means “property.”

Jesus used this saying to make a simple point. A persootcserve two masters. Either
that person will love the one and hate the other, alelveted to the one and despise the other.

One of the characteristics of Jesus that has shlvagt appeal to me is the uncanny way
that Jesus understood that life has choices. Tharénisrrow way” and a “broad way.” You
cannot travel both. There is the “kingdom of God” aret¢hs the “kingdom of man” and you
must choose the kingdom to which you wish to belong. Youseave God or mammon, but not
both.

So, what are we to say about the problem with money?
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The first thing to say is that there is no evidenc&ééNew Testament that Jesus had
anything against money. Wealth, as Jesus understood, ig aetgral quantity. It has power for
good and power for evil.

It is hard for me to imagine that Jesus had some Kiitherent bias against wealth. He
understood that it takes money to buy food, provide sheltel supply the basic necessities of
life. It is hard for me to imagine that Jesus would not agpod social security, pension plans,
medical insurance or anything else that people use tod#gtoph to provide shelter from some
of the raging storms of life.

There is no evidence that Jesus had an attitude tsaantiawealth. In fact, one of the
parables he told was of a rich man who had an unjusastiewho was about to lose his job. So
the steward went to all the people who owed his mast@ey and arranged to have some of
their debts forgiven, that they might receive himheit homes. (Luke 16: 1-9) When the master
of the house found out what the steward had done, insteahdemning him for his dishonesty,
he commended him for his shrewdness. Jesus used theaazithat parable to note that the
children of the present world were more shrewd in dealitig their own generation than the
children of light.

Throughout the years, the church, as well as our sptias benefitted greatly from the
proper use of wealth. When one thinks of the UniversitiesColleges that were established by
the generous gifts of wealthy people, hospitals, orplemamd a host of cultural amenities, it is
staggering indeed.

But Jesus also understood that there was a dangerous widalttm That is the basis of
his warning about “treasures in heaven and treasures &’ éardesus own day, wealth was
often measured in precious garments and rugs. Jesus kneewdnothhat moths could destroy
garments and rugs and thieves could break in the mud honwscim people lived, so he
understood that laying up treasures in heaven was far moebleathan treasures on earth.

In June of 2002, Charles Colson wrote a piedghinstianity Today that caught my
attention. In this article, Colson told of being invitedecture at the Harvard Business School.
The title of the lecture was “Why Harvard Can’t Te&thics.” The immediate crisis that
precipitated this lecture was the collapse of Enron,l&@mm, and several other prominent
corporations in this country.

Colson admitted that he left Harvard very worriedosiof the students to whom he
talked seemed to know so little about moral philosophy didy't know enough to challenge
what Colson said. He reminded them of what a pre-emthentogical Michael Novak argued a
decade ago — that Western liberal democracy is likeeadegged stool. Political freedom is the
first leg, economic freedom the second, and moral ressipibty the third. Weaken any leg
argued Novak, and the stool topples.
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Today our economy has collapsed because the third tbg sfool — moral responsibility
— has collapsed. The greed and malfeasance that producedsikiss a direct result of the
failure of people to make ethical decisions. Did we not leagthing from the Enron collapse?
How could we have not seen this tsunami that has overcs?

This collection of these sayings about wealth ends avgtatement of Jesus about anxiety
and trust. For Jesus, that is the real problem with gndh@®cuses our attention away from God
and toward ourselves. Jesus points his hearers toi¢isedilthe field and the birds of the air.
(Matthew 6:25-34) The lilies of the field toil not norisp¥et Jesus said that Solomon in all his
glory was not arrayed as one of these.

As for the birds of the air, they neither sow n@pr@or gather into barns, yet the Lord
God feeds them. Are we not more valuable than they?

The point of all of this is that Christ calls useavn the worst of economic times, to trust
in the one who can provide for us more than we canimeagdrlhere is, | believe, nothing more
important for the church today than the recovery efribtion of a God who cares for us, who
hears our prayers, who feeds us as he does the spafrthesae and clothes us even as he does
the lily of the valley.

John Leith, in his bookhe Reformed Imperative, has written that the Christian witness is
that the last word in every human situation is tfeegrof God. God’s grace is not only
forgiveness and power, it is also, as Reinhold Niebuledht®od’s providential working in
history by which he makes the wrath of man to praise hunteansmutes good out of evil.” The
Lord said to Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, foy power is made perfect in weakness.”

Today, we are facing a situation in which many peopldrgetened. Some have lost
jobs. Others worry if they will have the necessasources to provide for their families and for
themselves.

Faith in God’s providence is simply another aspect®fthiareness that God is personal.
As Christians, we believe that that our confidence atimipersonal nature of God is rooted in
our experience of God’s presence in the saving work of J&sist.

The Christian witness to the world today is that Ggdace is the last word in every
human situation whether it is some grave iliness thatwee or some terrible economic
uncertainty. This grace is not a human dispositiohghables us with stoic discipline to face
whatever happens. Rather it is the personal activiGoaf which opens up new possibilities and
gives hope beyond every defeat.

That confidence in God’s sovereignty allows us to sirth wieaning:
“Through many dangers, toils, and snares
| have already come;
‘Tis grace that brought me safe thus far,
And grace will lead me home.”

Amen.
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