Treasure  

"Where your treasure is, there your heart is also." Luke 12:34

Treasure is everything that God has given to us; it's not just the money that God provides. It's the food, it's the shelter, it's the clothing, and it's all of those qualities that God has given to us as a gift. Now in our society, when we've become "self-sufficient," meaning, that we're more than self-sufficient, we can start thinking: "I'm providing for myself. I'm making that money happen. I'm earning the salary. I'm paying the bills. I bought all of this stuff."

What do you mean God gave it to me?"  Well, God gives us our every breath. God makes everything happen to enable us to have our job, our health, and the ability to keep the job we have. God has created the economy and He blesses us. I believe this. God Bless America! God has blessed America. I believe that when we get rid of our greed and look with humility and thankfulness at all that God has given us, we will realize how incredibly blessed we are in this country, and that God keeps on blessing us. We have so much in comparison to other countries.

When we look at treasure as a gift of all the things that God has given us, we need to remind ourselves that what God gives us is not our own. It belongs to God; He gives it all to us.

It is like renting something, which we may or may not treat in the best way because, well, it's a rental. Suppose you took it and never turned it back in, that would be stealing. In much the same way, God has "rented" everything to us and He doesn't ask us to return it all back to Him. He says, however, that just so you won't forget that all this isn't yours, "I want a tenth of it back." That's what stewardship is. God has given it all to you, it's not ours, and He doesn't ask for all of it back; He doesn't ask for half of it back; he just asks for ten percent as a reminder to ourselves that it really isn't ours. That's our constant reminder-- "None of it is mine. I'm just thankful I got to keep 90 percent."

When you give 10 percent back, that's tithing. What a great idea the tithe is. In the Old Testament everybody knows that you give a tithe and we've heard about that. But do we remember how it gets used? The tithe is given to the Levites. Now there were 12 tribes, and Levi was one of them. The 12 tribes of Israel all got land except for one. It was the Levites that didn't get land. Well, how are they going to have a farm? How are they going to raise food to feed themselves? How will they live if they don't have any land? They are given some cities, but they are given no land. How can they survive? God told Moses that the people, that the other tribes, would provide for the tribe of Levi by tithing. They would give their food to the Levites and that's how the Levites would survive.

What kind of a system would be developed to implement this? The Leviticus tribe provided the priests. To be a priest you had to be in perfect condition, you had to be male, and you had to be between the ages of 25 and 50. If you had a broken finger or a bad eye, you couldn't be a priest. But if a person was spotless, unblemished, male and a Levite, that person would become a priest. The priests offered sacrifices and also helped run Israel. They had the responsibility of collecting the tithe. After all, they had to feed mom and dad and sister and brother. The people would bring the tithe in so it could be used to feed everyone.

The Levites also were required to tithe, and this tithe provided for the poor. In the Old Testament the poor were directly provided for in the year of Jubilee, it was the time when debts were forgiven, land was returned (no farming); and the prisoners and slaves set free. There was a prohibition on interest and on taking collateral for loans from their neighbor. They could charge foreigners; you couldn't charge your neighbor. There was an obligation to tithe. Even in the fields, the poor were allowed by law to glean.

If you look in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the third section is about the Moral Life, and the Ten Commandments. The seventh commandment, "thou shall not steal," is all about stewardship. Read it and you might be surprised by what is there. It's about private property and about having an obligation. Private property is not an absolute; the goods of creation are destined for the entire human race. We can own it, and we're allowed to own what we need for ourselves, but there's also an obligation to others outside of ourselves and our privacy and it has to do with justice and charity. When we do not give our money to the poor, we are stealing from them.

That's what the catechism describes. We have an obligation to the poor, and where do we find it? In the commandment "Thou shall not steal." There's one other place that treasure and stewardship is mentioned in the Catechism of the Catholic Church. It is in the fourth section, the one on prayer, in the "Our Father": "Give us this day our daily bread." We have an image of God providing; He gives us everything we need. Remember, this is about treasure. God gives us everything we need and the Catechism addresses the issue of the poor and recalls for us a beautiful parable.

There were two men, a rich man and a poor man, and the poor man's name was Lazarus. And there he was at the gates of the rich man and he was covered with sores. Even the dogs would lick the sores on him. And the rich man ate splendidly every day and poor Lazarus longed to eat the scraps that fell from the rich man's table. One day the poor man dies and he is immediately whisked to Heaven and in the arms of Father Abraham. Sure enough, the rich man dies and finds himself in torment and flames. He looks up and sees Lazarus in the arms of Father Abraham and calls out, "Father Abraham, send Lazarus down here to give me some water." And Father Abraham says, "No, Lazarus is not coming to give you any water. You were well off in your life and now you suffer, whereas poor Lazarus was poor off and now he's found consolation." And he says, "Besides, he can't come down to you and you can't come up to us. There's a chasm between the two." And then the rich man says, "Well then, send him to my family. I have five brothers. Tell them so that they don't end up in this terrible place like me." Father Abraham says, "Look, if they won't believe Moses and the prophets, they won't believe if someone rises from the dead," a reference to Jesus, rising from the dead.

What does that story tell us? The rich man is not condemned for being rich. He is condemned for not caring for the poor. You see, God gives us everything we need to live and God even gives us the portion--the tithe--to be give back to Him. People tend to think it's theirs and they tend to keep it for themselves. It isn't ours. It belongs to God. "Give us this day our daily bread" applied to Lazarus. God gave Lazarus his daily bread. The problem is he didn't get it. The rich man kept it for himself. That's the problem of poverty in the world. The rich keep the tithe for themselves and don't feed the poor. And "the poor you will always have with you," Jesus tells us.

So when we have poverty in our midst it's proof that we're not treating the treasure that God has given to us with the respect that God expects of us. The tithe, that 10 percent, isn't ours. It is to be used to take care of the needs of the poor. The rich man would not have even noticed the scraps that fell from his table, he probably wouldn't have noticed if he had given the first and best 10 percent to Lazarus. Do you think the rich man would have ended up with less? God would have given the rich man even more. You will find out that God loves a good steward because He can trust him. What happens when you are trustworthy, or you're in charge of something and you find someone who is trustworthy, do you give them less or do you give them more? You give them more of course, or you take on more. God will give you more and He'll give you more to manage, He'll give you more to take care of. You know what? You don't have to give all that increase away. He just says give 10 percent of it away. So you get 90 percent more. You think, well, I'll tithe again, and God will again give you more.

That's what God does. It is amazing. I've watched it happen. You will not end up with less. You'll end up with more. Lazarus would have had his stomach full and the rich man would have had just as much food on his table and would not have noticed any lack. In fact, he would have had more food on his table. In that sense, we need to talk about treasure and how the tithe worked in the Old Testament. First of all, the tithe is not leftovers. You can't look at everything you have and then say, "Okay, whatever I can spare and whatever I can do without I give to God." That's not it at all. It needs to be an action of the first priority. It is the first fruits of the harvest. It's not after sweeping up the grain bins that you figure out what you're going to give to God. It is the first thing that is picked.

There's a story of a little village where a missionary came and talked all about tithing. A little boy went fishing and when he returned he came and knocked on the door of the missionary and said, "Here's my fish." The missionary asked, "Where are the other nine?"  The boy said, "They're still in the river. I haven't caught them yet." He gave his first fish!  This is a great story about trust. He trusted that God would provide and give him those other fish. It should be the same with us. We need to give the first tenth to God knowing that the other nine are in the river and that God will give them to us. Can we do that? It's what was expected of the Israelites, they gave the first fruits to God, not knowing what the rest of the crop would bring.

When the Israelites offered a lamb for sacrifice, they did not pick out the blind and lame one. They didn't ask, "Which lamb can I do without?" They found the prettiest, the most beautiful, and the healthiest one-year-old male lamb without blemish, the best one. That's the one that was given to God and by God as our sacrifice. So it is in stewardship spirituality, when you're looking at treasure and it's time to tithe we need an attitude change, we need to give not what's leftover but what we have now. We give to God in thanksgiving for what God has done and we give our first and our best.

My personal practice is to get ahead of my tithe. I like to give more at the beginning of the year than I do at the end of the year. A lot of people catch up at the end of the year. I front load the year. I think that if God's going to really bless me, He might really surprise me. I don't want to find out I'm behind in my tithe when He is blessing. It's an attitude change I made in myself because then I'm always looking for the blessings of God and I find out that God has already blessed me. I don't look for some sort of extraordinary way God has blessed me. I start appreciating the ordinary blessings that I have and I'm grateful.

That's what it does for me personally when I'm ahead of my tithe. I keep giving. I keep challenging myself saying, "Okay, maybe I can give more." I'll just keep giving more. And I find out more keeps coming in. Try it. You'll find out. You cannot outdo God in generosity. You cannot. Try it. Try giving half of it away and see what happens. You'll get it all back and more. That's just how God works. It's amazing.

