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1What’s in Your Wallet?
The title has wormed it’s way into our heads thanks 
to the Capital One Credit Card campaign. Samuel L 
Jackson, Jennifer Garner, and even George Costanza’s dad 
have been asking us for years, “What’s in your wallet?”. 
But in all seriousness this is a question Jesus asked as well. 
Did you know that Jesus spoke about money and wealth 
more than he talked about heaven and hell? Jesus knew 
that money is a window into our lives, and where our pri-
orities really lie. So for the next several weeks we are going 
to talk about money as it relates to our spiritual lives.

We’ll look at what scripture has to say. We’ll talk about 
why we give, and maybe even why we don’t give. And, 
as promised, today I’m actually going to open up my wal-
let and checkbook as an example. But first, let’s talk about 
why we give.

Why do we give?
One reason is to give thanks and to show gratitude. Giving 
is a way to express gratitude. First, I think about our lives 
as gifts from God. We are also aware of all of the gifts we’ve 
received over the years. Things like a loving home, sup-
portive parents, public education and teachers and men-
tors who cared. Lessons about life. A full belly that helped 
us grow in body and mind. Then there are the Gifts from 
God woven into our DNA: some people have the ability to 
crunch numbers, others the artist’s eye, others a compas-
sionate heart. The list can go on and on and on. Sometimes 
it can feel like others have more than us. More money, more 
talent, more intelligence. But we have all received gifts in 
abundance. We give to express thanks.

A sense of responsibility. The word “obligation” might 
sound harsh to our ears, but if not manipulated, perhaps 
there are good reasons we feel a sense of obligation. It im-
plies mutuality and responsibility to one another. I don’t 



2 believe this is such a thing as a “self-made man or 
woman.” Of course this idea is a little different than 
the way we often hear people talk about success. 

Successful people are often lauded for their brilliance or 
hard work, as if they did everything themselves. Of course 
hard work is important and a choice. But much of our so-
called success is rooted in the gifts and luck we’ve received 
in life. If you doubt this is true, I would invite you to go 
to a Brazilian favela or South African shantytown, a de-
valued suburb that got caught on the housing bubble, or a 
small town where the jobs have moved on but its residents 
can’t. Like Uncle Ben said in Spiderman: “With great pow-
er comes great responsibly.” Perhaps this is the modern 
paraphrase of Jesus’ words in Luke: “to whom much has 
been given, much will be expected.” We may just have a 
deep-seated feeling that giving is the right thing to do. Our 
sense of responsibility is an important part of giving.

To express love. This can be a gift to a loved one. It can 
also be rooted in a deeper sense of love. Why did the Good 
Samaritan give his time and his money to the man in need? 
Because he loved his neighbor as himself.

To support something good or something we believe in. 
We give because we see something good happening and 
we want to be part of it, and see it continue.

Because it’s what we’ve been taught. Like Mikey in the 
story we heard earlier. Most of us have examples of people 
who gave and gave generously, not only of their money, 
but also their time and themselves. Some of the everlasting 
memories I have of mission travels are of people who gave, 
even when they had seemingly nothing to give. An uncle 
who took in nieces and nephews. A mother who sacrificed 
her own food needs to feed her child. A priest who bought 
mosquito nets for his community instead of shoes for his 
feet. These lessons have taken root in me.



3Because it feels good. I don’t know about you, but it 
feels good even just to talk about the reasons we give. 
It reminds me of the times that I’ve given and how 
that makes me feel. Study after study after study shows 
that giving makes us feel happier than buying or having.

God is concerned about our relationship  
with money
Given all of the good reasons for giving, it’s no surprise 
that scripture is full of advice on giving. In the Hebrew 
Bible, the concept of giving a tithe—10% of one’s income—
is practiced early and often. In the New Testament Jesus 
taught money more than heaven or hell. He talked about 
the spiritual toll that money and possessions can take on 
our lives.

Matthew 6.19–24
Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store 
up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor 
rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. ‘The eye is 
the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body 
will be full of light; but if your eye is unhealthy, your whole body 
will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how 
great is the darkness! ‘No one can serve two masters; for a slave 
will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one 
and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.

Jesus acknowledges that money has a place in our lives. 
Jesus himself, along with other early Christian communi-
ties, relied on the generosity of benefactors to assist their 
ministry. But also that we should put money in its place. 
When it came to taxes he instructed listeners to “render 
unto Caesar. Give the government it’s due.” Not because 
the government was just or good, but because both govern-
ment and money fall in the same category. Both worldly 



4 and easily made into self-serving idols. Jesus also 
talked a lot about using our resources to help the 
poor and needy.

In all of this we see that God is concerned with our relation-
ship with money. Especially because our relationship with 
money impacts our relationship with God and one another.  

What’s in my wallet?
So we’ve seen that there are a lot of wonderful reasons 
why we give. God is concerned about our relationship with 
money. I want to share a little bit of my journey. I was rec-
ommended this approach by an older pastor that one of the 
ways he talks giving is by literally opening his own finan-
cial record. Many tell him he’s crazy for doing that recog-
nizing that he opens himself up to scrutiny and criticism.  
His theory is that it shows that he is putting his money 
where his mouth is. And also sharing his challenges. So I 
checked with Karin first, and decided to do the same.

Karin and I have always believed that our financial choic-
es matter. They matter for our family’s well being—how 
much is enough, but not too much? And these choices mat-
ter in our relationship with God and one another. Now I 
want to begin just by saying that Karin and I are keenly 
aware have been fortunate in some ways. When my mother 
died in my teen years, she left behind a modest life insur-
ance policy that helped me pay for much of my undergrad-
uate degree. Karin also escaped college debt-free. During 
Seminary I needed to take on some debt, but thanks to gen-
erations of generous givers to the seminary, the debt was 
not outrageous.

We have also had other financial support from family that 
has given us a leg up. Even though our hearts for service 
took us to DC and we had to search for months to find a 
house we could barely afford, in the end we were lucky 



5that the housing market fell our way. That said, we 
have also lived in lean times, within our means, 
paid those student debts, and said no to things that 
we would have liked. It was a huge deal to us a couple of 
weeks ago when we said goodbye to our 1999 Honda Civic 
that Karin brought into our relationship. She’d had that car 
longer than she’d had me! (Finally! I made it to the top!) 
We’ve always believed that our financial choices matter. 
And now with our luck and privilege, they might matter 
even more.

All of that is context for how we got to where we are. So 
let’s begin with where we begin. Our practice is to give 
10%. We learned this concept from our parents and grand-
parents and it’s a common Biblical standard going all the 
way back to Abram in Genesis. Though there are also oth-
er Biblical examples. 2 Corinthians says we should give in 
proportion to what we have. 10% is interesting because it’s 
proportional to income level, but there’s also a really good 
case to be made for generosity beyond this 10%, especially 
once you have your basic needs met.

I will also admit that this has been a journey for us. There 
have been times when this has been a challenge, and times 
when it has been easier. Full disclosure, in my young adult 
years, when I was a student and in BVS I didn’t do this. 
Looking back, I wish I would have. Not that my monthly 
$4 tithe would have amounted to much in BVS, I see with 
the clarity of hindsight that I was making excuses. But like 
I said, this has been a journey.



6 Loopholes!
I’ll also confess that there are a couple of “loopholes” 
that I’ve considered and even used at times.

• What about taxes? Is this 10% of our total income, or our 
take home income?

◦◦  While tempting, we have decided that the tax code 
should not dictate our giving.

• What about the amount of my pay check that is deducted for 
medical insurance, long-term disability, my contribution 
to pension?

◦◦ I’ll confess that I didn’t know whether we tithed 
on that or not. Turns out we were somewhere in 
the middle. We’ve been tithing on all of Karin’s, 
but have missed tithing on some my benefit 
contributions.

◦◦ While reviewing these numbers we also feel like 
we should probably also tithe on my employer’s/
the church’s contribution to these areas. Reviews 
are a good way to know if you are doing what you 
intend to do, and challenge yourself to do more.

◦◦ I know at some point you already have been doing 
some mental math to try and total what our contri-
bution to the congregation is based on. My salary 
is on every year church budget so I don’t mind say-
ing that this year we will give a little over $8,000. 
Though it may need to change based on what I said 
above. But let’s go on.

• What about gifts of money? Tithe on those too?

◦◦ When my grandfather passed away he left each 
of his grandkids a few thousand dollars. This was 
money that Karin and I knew we would apply 
directly to college funds for our kids. But before 



7that, we took 10% off the top as a tithe. 
Which we thought of as kind of a fun tithe.

And this is where it gets fun. For us 10% of my salary is 
what we give to the church. Then when Karin went back to 
work we thought about her 10% a little differently. We’ve 
allocated that towards other charitable giving that we 
couldn’t do when times were leaner.

This is the cherry on top: Additional things. Some here 
at church like the building improvement/chancel proj-
ect we did Nigeria Relief Fund, the regifting initiative at 
Christmas. We’ve already set aside several thousand dol-
lars for if and when the building project happens. Not that 
giving our tithe to the general budget of the church isn’t fun 
and rewarding, but these cherries on top are pretty sweet.

So that’s what is in our wallet. To know we are giving back 
and supporting things we care deeply about is an amazing 
feeling. And to develop the habit so that it becomes auto-
matic is fulfilling. We’ve taken advantage of direct deposit 
to help keep us on track.

I’m not sharing this information to say we’re doing good 
or bad. I’m sure it would be easy for some to find fault in 
our approach. Like I said, it’s been a journey. And we are 
excited that we feel like our journey is going towards gen-
erosity. I want you to know that my family believes that 
giving is important. I want you to know that it’s not always 
easy. I want you to know how fulfilling it is, and how it 
helps us keep our balance in a world full of possessions and 
a wealthy culture.

I encourage all of you to consider the right amount for you 
to give. Not only to the church, but in general. Sit down, 
and look at your finances and consider what you’re being 
called to give. How your giving reflects your relationship 
with God. Think about the extra in your life that you might 



8 be willing to give up, and set your amount and fol-
low it. If it is coming from the right place, it is never 
too small. But I warn you once you start, it might be 

hard to stop!

Next week, we will dig in and talk about the differences 
between stewardship, generosity and giving as well as debt 
and saving. And we will talk about our national wallet and 
trends in giving that we see nationally. 






