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PREPARATION FOR DEDICATION SUNDAY, Part Two

Financial Ministry

Introduction

Last week I underlined the diocesan vision’s first main point, that every Christian is a minister. I looked at three areas of ministry:

1. ministry outside the church in your daily life

2. ministry of presence, operating outside and inside the church

3. your gift ministry in the church

I hope that you now understand yourself as a minister and that you’ll reflect this during the offertory by placing your ministry dedication card on the altar. Today I want to extend what I said last week into the realm of our money: we all have financial ministries in our lives. That means each one of you here today. 

Introductory Thoughts on Finance-as-ministry

First I want us to understand why I say that we all have finance ministries as Christians. Quite simply, finance is an important way we relate to others. Let me take a negative example which makes clear this point: think of the father who refuses to pay maintenance for his child. In essence he is refusing his ministry responsibility for his child; in refusing he is, in fact, denying at least a fundamental dimension of his fatherhood. Looked at positively, when he pays he is ministering to his child he is serving his child. In a similar way, as Christians, our financial responsibilities are part of our Christian presence-in-the-world. To refuse to give my money to God directly through the church is to refuse my identity as a Christian.

Why do I consider finance separately from other ministries, though? Well, for four reasons:

1. the part our wealth plays in our lives fills a large part of the Bible’s teaching, in one way or another, as I hope to show you. By “wealth”, of course, I don’t mean that all or any of us are rich; I use the term as a generic one to refer to the money we have and what we do with it.

2. The financial ministry of every member of the church is a vital part of our church’s life. If we lack money we can’t be a vibrant Christian community because we have needs as a community that we have to meet and because everything we provide costs money – and quite a lot of it, too.

3. We Anglicans traditionally don’t talk about “money”; it’s a bit of a dirty word. However, that is a false, escapist spirituality, part of the consumerist attitude I described last week which expects all the services of the church to be available to me when I want them without acknowledging that to provide the very services I myself use and want is my responsibility.

Wealth and Spiritual Life in the Bible

Today I want to explore the OT sacrificial system in probably more detail than most of you will have encountered it, because it reveals spiritual principles that are fundamental to our spiritual lives.

The great OT scholar Roland de Vaux distinguishes six types of sacrifice in the OT:

1. Burnt offering or ‘olah (holocaust) = to go up (to God). In this sacrifice a beast is offered and completely burned up, but a minhah (flour kneaded with oil) and a libation of wine are included in the sacrifice. Various meanings attach to burnt offerings but generally they signify a complete offering of oneself to God, sometimes for atonement for sin and sometimes for other reasons. Communion sacrifices (zebah shelammim) = sacrifices of thanksgiving which affect union with God. There are three types of communion sacrifice:

a. Todah (praise)

b. Nedabah (voluntary)

c. Neder (votive = bound by a vow).

In each of these sacrifices the victim was divided between God, the priest, and the person offering the sacrifice according to very detailed instructions.

2. Expiatory sacrifices (almost half all the sacrifices in the OT). These were of two kinds:

a. Hatta’th (sin) = both the sin and the rite doing away with it. The type of victim depended on the person who had sinned, both in terms of their status and their wealth. There were elaborate instructions about the blood in this type of sacrifice for blood contained the life and the shedding of blood was considered essential to the forgiveness of sins. The Day of Atonement was the climactic celebration of this type of sacrifice.

b. ‘asham (reparation), the word referring both to the offence and the rite by which it was removed.

All these sacrifices restored relationship between God and the sacrificer. 

3. Vegetable offerings (minhah = gift). There were various regulations attached to these offerings but two main meanings were attached to the part burned:

a. Memorial (sacrifice reminded the sacrificer of God)

b.  Pledge (part given to God represented the whole)

4. Shewbread (lehem happanim = bread of the face [of God]). 12 cakes of pure wheaten flour renewed every Sabbath, they were a pledge of the covenant between the Twelve Tribes and Yahweh.

5. Incense offerings (qetareth = that which goes up in smoke). While the term can be applied to any sacrifice burned on the altar in Israel’s liturgy it was applied to the sacrifice of perfumes. Were made every morning and evening by a priest and on the Day of Atonement. Was also combined with the minhah and the Shewbread.

Comments on these Sacrifices

1. The number of different sacrifices and the complexity of the rituals associated with each (see below) show us how God used all the everyday ‘things’ which made up Israelite life to enable his people to worship him: animals, birds, agricultural produce, perfumes are all drawn into the web of Israel’s worship as they are already essential to Israel’s daily existence.

2. There is no worship of God except through what we possess. For agriculturalists and herders their possessions were measured in produce and animals. For us in a modern urban society our possessions are measured in money. Further, a purpose of wealth is to enable us to worship God.

3. Sacrificial rituals were extremely complex, containing up to six separate actions which have to be understood together if we are to understand the reason for the complexity of the ritual process. These are:

a. Presentation of the offering by the donor

b. Its slaughter (in the case of an animal or bird)

c. The capture of its blood because “the life is in the blood” (Lev 17.11)

d. The conveyance of all or part of the victim to the altar where it is transferred to God

e. A shared meal

f. The manipulation of the victim’s blood as a ritual agent.

4. Life was thus transformed from hum-drum existence to promise. The very complexity of the ritual enacted its solemn significance. A lot more goes on here than merely the slaughter of an animal. These rituals focus the whole of Israel’s life on the key events and institutions of Israel’s existence: Sinai, the place of covenant with its law; Tabernacle the guarantee of Yahweh’s Presence always as well as regulating the practicalities of Israel’s worship, thus enabling Israel to worship truly. Through these sacrifices by the people of their material goods, Israel keeps close to God in its daily life. There is no other way.

5. These intricate and beautiful rituals brought Israel’s daily existence under the covenant and thus made all of life holy. The anthropologist, Mary Douglas, argues that the rules for the burning of the carcass draw an implicit analogy between the sacrifical body on one hand and Mt Sinai with the Tabernacle on the other. Thus, to give one example: in a holocaust offering the beast was cut up and its parts placed in a set arrangement on the altar.  The parts placed at the summit of the pile on the altar (entrails, intestines, genital organs) correspond to the summit of Mt Sinai and to the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle. Why would the genitals be given pride of place, which we would expect would go to the head? Well, in Jewish mysticism the sanctuary area of the Tabernacle was regarded as a depiction of the union between God and Israel. In early as well as medieval Jewish mysticism the sanctuary was called “the couch”. This is why the organs of generation are placed at the top of the pile and correspond to the most honoured part: the arrangement depicts Israel’s cooperation with Yahweh in his creating activity. Something new is born when a burnt offering is made in the prescribed way. If you like this is the Jewish version of being born again. 

6. To take another example, the suet, which divides the body at the diaphragm below the lower ribs is more than just a covering. It signifies a boundary, a forbidden space, which is why it is one of the parts of the midriff area, placed in the middle and designated for special treatment. The solemn prohibitions against consuming the suet support this parallel between sacrificial body and Mt Sinai which, remember, the Israelites were forbidden to ascend. In this way, by making sacrifice Israelites were remembering their history with God; that remembrance wasn’t intellectual but was enacted in the sacrificial rituals. In other words, the commitment was built into the belief.

7. God’s regulations were eminently practical in that they provided for the poor as well as the rich, usually by allowing the poor to sacrifice a bird (pigeon) or even flour instead of an animal. Thus the principle of returning to God in relation to what you have was embedded in the system.

8. Sacrifice was something every Israelite was required to perform. Acceptance of its regulations, in fact, defined you as an Israelite. So the principle is laid down of the participation of all in accepted ways of offering one’s wealth to God and keeping alive the connection between one’s own world and God. It also provides a way everyone contributes to the life and health of the community of God’s people.

Benefits

9. These sacrifices brought benefits of many kinds:

a. They brought salvation through atonement whereby sin was removed and hope restored;

b. They brought communion with God;

c. They brought social re-arrangements which allowed socially-defined outcasts like lepers and the disfigured to be restored to the community;

d. They brought psychological benefits in the relief from guilt – recall the voluntary offerings which were wholly triggered by the needs of the sacrificer.

Haggai 1

Of course, the Israelites being people like us went through periods when they more or less completely lost a fresh, powerful, life-changing appreciation of the gift they had been given in the sacrificial system. They tried to palm off blemished animals, the worst of their herds, instead of the best, much like many Christians try to get away with giving as little as possible; and as these few verses from Haggai show many Israelites were more interested in pursuing their own comforts than in rebuilding the Temple after the return from exile. They were still Israelites, but Haggai makes pretty plain that God was not pleased! Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses, while this house lies in ruins? 5 Now therefore thus says the LORD of hosts: Consider how you have fared. 6 You have sown much, and harvested little; you eat, but you never have enough; you drink, but you never have your fill; you clothe yourselves, but no one is warm; and you that earn wages earn wages to put them into a bag with holes… Now what is interesting is the consequence here: because they are so little interested in giving to God, their lives are filled with restless dissatisfaction. They always need more and no matter how much they have they never have enough. Haggai could be describing our consumer society which is surely marked by the kind of dreadful, unassuagable anxiety about never having enough which he describes. This state of restless is a judgement on our failure to honour God materially – without which, remember, one can’t honour God at all. In short, if ,my worship doesn’t involve giving to God something of my money, then I am deceiving myself and “the truth is not in [me]” (as the Book of Common Prayer used to have it). 

How much of my money? The NT answer is a generous amount which reflects how thankful I really am. Note how easy it is to give a generous gift to someone we really love and how difficult to give such a gift to someone we don’t really like. The same principle operates in our relationship with God. If I have not yet allowed the wonder of God’s love to reach into my heart and change it then I probably won’t want to give much to God. I’ll either give nothing or just enough to keep my conscience happy. But then I haven’t really stepped into the boat with Jesus – that’s the truth.

Finally

I finish by noting that there is absolutely nothing new in what I have said. At the offertory every week we, the congregation, affirm that what I have said is what we believe:  Yours Lord is the greatness, the power, the glory, the splendour, and the majesty. For everything in heaven and on earth is yours. All things come from you, and of your own do we give you.

Tim Long
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