Love <slide 1>
Punchline: When we love someone, we enjoy giving them valuable gifts.

1) Our last visit with the chart: <slide 2>
a. Giving for spiritual reasons vs. giving out of worldly reasons

2) Think about the practice of engagement rings <Slide 3>
a. How expensive are they?  (Some, probably the jewelry store, say they’re supposed to be 2 month salary.  Most are at least a few hundred bucks.)
b. Why?  Why do young men or couples or whoever go out and spend all kinds of money on something that they don’t really get to enjoy.  Think of all the other things you could get for the cost of the ring – big screen TV or tickets to a cowboy’s game, iPhone, new furniture, new computer….and yet day after day, year after year, young men and young couples save up their money to buy engagement rings and wedding rings.
3) Of course the answer is love.

a. When you’re in love, you want to give the world to your beloved.  You actually take joy in making things and giving things to him or her.  You can’t wait to pick out a present and wrap it up and surprise him or her.  You don’t think about what you could have gotten for yourself, you don’t think about whether the gift will benefit you – all you can think about is making the other person happy.  You love that person and you just want to make them happy.
4) Let’s look at our gospel reading this morning.  <slide 5> Jesus is given a present – he is anointed with the expensive ointment, and the disciples say, “What a waste!  Imagine all the people we could have fed and helped with that ointment.”  That seems pretty reasonable to me and to be honest, I often sympathize with the disciples when I hear this passage.  But Jesus says, “She has performed a good service for me.”  I think the point that Jesus is trying to highlight is that she gave purely out of her love for him.  She didn’t give to him to win his favor. She didn’t give to him because someone nagged her.  She didn’t give to him to get a tax break or to advance his mission.  She gave to him simply and purely because she loved him.  She loved him and she gave out of love.
5) In the same way, it’s always been a little troubling to me that the old covenant required them to sacrifice all the best for God.  God required that the ark <slide 6> be made with the finest gold and gemstones and jewels.  He required the best animals of the flock and the first fruits of the fields be sacrificed.  God’s people would literally take the best of their goods and burn them on the altar. <Slide 7> In some contexts, the Levites would get to eat some of it, but often times, they would just take their best offerings and burn them into nothing so that they would go directly God.  Can you imagine what would happen if we took this mornings offering, converted it into cash and burned it in the parking lot so they would go directly up to God?

But it turns out that this is exactly what God commanded under the old covenant and this is exactly what God celebrated at his anointing – people giving solely because of their love for him and purely to please him.  Not because of who their offerings would help, not because of what missions it would support, not because of the budget of their local temple – God celebrates giving that is rooted in the love of him.

Don’t worry, I’m not going to burn any money.  But think about what it’s like to give a present to someone you love.  A valuable present like an engagement or wedding ring or an awesome Christmas present.  And think about what it’s like to receive a valuable present – one that shows thought and care.  Isn’t it worth the cost in dollars?  Isn’t that smile and hug and sometimes the tears – isn’t that worth the money?  Isn’t the money meaningless when compared to the joy of making someone we love happy?
So as you consider your pledge for this year, don’t think about the budget of the church or keeping the lights on.  Don’t think about the tax breaks you receive or the projects you want to fund.  Don’t think about the people the church will help with your money.  Don’t think about the other sermons I’ve preached and the other good reasons for giving we’ve identified.  Think first about God.  Think about how much you love him and how much joy there is in putting a smile on God’s face.  Think about how much you would spend on a ring if you were asking God to be with you the rest of your life.  Think about what kind of presents you get for people in your life and in comparison what kind of present you want to give to God.

Because when we give out of our love, we find that there is joy in the act of giving itself.  Even if we burned the money so that it would go directly straight up to God, it would be worth it just to put a smile on his face.  Brothers and sisters, giving is first and foremost about love.
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