Downwardly Mobile

Punchline: In a world where we are concerned about our wealth and our earning power, God is concerned about our ability to surrender.  Giving is a blessing.

1) Stewardship drive

2) Luke is a gospel which is known for preaching about justice:

a) Matthew : sermon on the mount – “glorify God”

Luke : sermon on the plain (level place) – “do justice on earth”

b) Luke: the parables of the lost – all the lost people, lost sheep, lost coins, lost son.  “The son of man came to seek out and save the lost”

c) In Luke Jesus is always talking about the rich and the poor.

i) Parable of Lazarus and the rich man

ii) The parable of the man who bought bigger barns and then died

iii) Zaccheus

iv) Widow’s two coins

d) Matthew : Jesus says “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”

Luke: Jesus says “Blessed are the poor.”  “Woe to the rich.”

This is a hard thing to hear from Jesus.  

First of all, you can turn on the TV at any hour of the day and hear some preacher somewhere saying that God wants you to be rich and all you have to do is send in a check.  Churches, like any organization, run on money.  Daryl Stewart – “Isn’t it interesting how God calls pastors to higher paying positions every time?”

Second of all, we live in this capitalistic, consumeristic society where we are taught to do anything to make a buck..  

Reality TV

We see it in advertisements (which each of us sees about 2000 times a day).  It’s hard to escape the idea that more is better that we have a really hard time letting go of it because our country runs on that principle.

American Dream

Honestly, I actually don’t know how Jesus means us to live this in America today.  In order to operate in America we really need a car and a house, which puts us already in the richest people in the world.  Just by being eligible for welfare, public education, public hospitals etc. we have more financial security than the vast majority of the world, but the US also has the greatest disparity of wealth – the greatest difference between the rich and the poor is in this country.  So does Jesus want us to take a vow of poverty?  Does Jesus want us to move to a poorer country so we can live on a less?  Does Jesus want us to try living at the poverty line for a year?


I don’t know the answers to these questions, but Jesus, especially in Luke’s gospel, does not want us to be rich.  He doesn’t say, “woe to the greedy” or “woe to the obsessed with money” or “woe to those who put money ahead of God.”  He says “woe to the rich.”  

Jesus praised the people who were desperate, the people who were outcast, the people who knew how to ask for help.  Most of us have never had to ask for help financially and most of us certainly would not be proud of the fact if we did.  In our society, having to ask for help – especially financial help – is seen as failure.  But in Luke, Jesus sees it as success.  Jesus wants us to have to ask for help.  Jesus wants us to be in need.  Jesus wants us to be dependent, not independent.  Jesus wants to be sufficient for us, and not for us to be self-sufficient.  If we have always provided for ourselves how can we ever learn about God’s providence?  If we never have to ask for help, how can we ever learn that God will help us?

The American dream is to end life with more than we started, but God’s goal for us is to end life with less than we started.  The American Dream is to give our children more financial security than us, but God’s goal is to train our children to make do with less than we do.  The American Dream is to have enough so we never need to ask for help, but God’s goal is for us to never have enough that we think we don’t need help.  The American Dream is upward mobility, but God’s goal is downward mobility.

Jesus started life as a carpenter – maybe not the most glamorous job, but a job with a stable family and a roof over his head.  And how did he die?  Whipped, naked, shamed, spat upon, mocked, beaten and with not even a single penny to his name.  His body given for us; his blood shed for us.  That’s downward mobility.  And he was rewarded with resurrection and freedom from all earthly bonds.  

I realize this is a hard message to hear.  Earning potential, upward mobility, self sufficiency, financial independence, these are values that are all but worshipped in our society.  It’s a hard sermon to preach because I have financial stability and I have never had to ask for financial help.


But I’ll tell you what Lindsay and I do.  We intentionally, give more and more of our belongings away in our quest for downward mobility.  Giving comes first and we challenge ourselves to increase our giving every year.  We started at 10% when we were married 3 years ago and we are giving away 13.5% this year.  Next year we will increase the amount of our giving, regardless of the rest of our financial picture.

My testimony: there is a huge amount of freedom in giving first fruits and in giving beyond a tithe.  When people ask for help – charities, people doing a walk-a-thon, ministries of other churches – we have money already set aside that’s waiting for a good cause to give to.  We never have to worry about whether we can give to good causes because it’s already taken out at the very beginning.  But more importantly to me – and this might sound trite – I feel financially freer since I started tithing and since I started increasing my giving every year.  I really have a much greater sense of God’s providence – of God’s ability to be all sufficient in my life – of my dependence on God and God’s trustworthiness, since I started giving as much as I do.

The point is not what we as a family do or do not do.  The point is that all of us are called to live with less and less.  Not many of us can take a vow of poverty and go live in a monastery, but here is a good step to take – this year, can we all increase our giving by 1% of their income?  Can everyone take that one more step towards financial dependence, towards God sufficiency, towards downward mobility?  Would we at least be willing to pray about it and ask God if it’s right for us?  Or do we not want to ask God because we know he will challenge us?

Brothers and sisters, God does not promise financial blessings, but God does promise spiritual blessings.  God does not promise financial freedom, but God does promise spiritual freedom.  God does not promise independence, but God promises that we can depend on him.  That is why Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor and woe to the rich.”
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