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“THE WOOD HAS BEEN CUT”
Deuteronomy 6:10-12 & Hebrews 12:1-3

A North Carolina Presbyterian pastor tells of a boyhood visit he and his father made to a farm 
in Florida.  “This was no ordinary farm,” he writes, “with chickens, horses, and cows.”  This particular 
farm produced only one type of livestock, and that was chinchilla.

Now, as you know, a chinchilla is a small, pale gray, furry animal whose “outer-lining” was used 
to make coats before fur coats became politically incorrect.  Which means that unlike sheep or lamb’s 
wool, which can be sheared and grown again, the fur of the chinchilla represents what one might call 
total commitment on the part of the chinchilla.

Well, it seems that while his Dad was talking to the chinchilla farmer a couple of curious 
tourists drove up.  And after poking around awhile, they approached the farmer.  The woman 
apparently hadn’t quite figured things out and asked the farmer, “How often do you skin them?”  And 
without batting an eye, the farmer replied, “Well, just once, ma’am.  Any more than that and they get real 
nervous.” (1)

Well, my hunch is that since we’ve talked about money not once, but FIVE TIMES over the past 
five weeks, some of you may be starting to get real nervous.  That farmer spoke what is conventional 
wisdom around the church on the issue of money and faith: “Don’t talk about it too much or people start 
to get real nervous.”
Yet tell me, what’s the alternative?  

NOT to bring up money in church means completely ignoring a huge part of the Bible’s 
teaching.  Did you know that in the Bible there are well over 2,000 verses dealing with money and 
possessions?  To give you some perspective, that’s compared to 500 verses describing prayer.  Fully 
one-sixth of Jesus’ preaching dealt specifically with money and wealth.  That means that if Katie and I 
were to preach sermons according to these biblical proportions, you would be hearing eight or nine 
money sermons every year. 

So, according to the Bible if THE MOST IMPORTANT COMMANDMENT is to love God with all that we 
have and all that we are, then what we DO with our money is terribly significant.  In fact, for folks like you 
and me it may be THE MOST SIGNIFICANT SPIRITUAL CHALLENGE we face.


It was just two weeks ago that we celebrated Reformation Sunday commemorating the bold 

act of Martin Luther 492 years ago (if I did my math correctly) when he posted his Ninety-Five Theses to 
the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, Germany.  In this bold act of protest against the church’s 
practice of selling indulgences, Luther sparked what we now know as the Protestant Reformation.

Obviously, the Reformation was in part a protest against a practice of the church that had come 
to be abused and the loss of its theological integrity.  But there is also a more positive meaning. The 
word “Protestant” comes from two Latin roots: “pro” which means “to be for” … and “testare” which 
means to “testify.”  

So in other words, to be a Protestant is not so much to be against something as it is to be for
something … to be able to declare what really matters to you, to express your deepest faith in God and your 
highest hopes for God’s kingdom.  


What we are doing today on this Dedication Sunday is one of the best ways you and I can 

testify on behalf of what really matters. Or put another way: In one bold act of PROTEST we can tell God 
which story we belong to … the story that says, “Everything I HAVE, I earned, and I deserve, and I should 
get to keep,” or the story that says, “I am who I AM, I have what I HAVE, because of the grace of God.” 
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And don’t forget what Jesus said: “…where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 
(Luke 12:34) And so today we can show God where our HEART is.


In my life at present, there is a convergence of a few realities that is yielding some pretty deep 

pondering.  The realities of middle age, of having two adult children (one married), and of being a 
grandparent converge, and I find myself thinking more and more about what I’m passing on … about 
HOW they will remember me.  And if you asked me to articulate what I hope to pass on, it would be the 
knowledge that the “good life”/the “abundant life” is found, NOT in getting and in having, but in 
GIVING and SHARING.  

Winston Churchill couldn’t have said it better: “We make a living by what we get.  We make a LIFE
by what we GIVE.”

I guess for me, Dedication Sunday is the best way I can imagine to get clear about whose
world this is, anyway.  About whether we belong to the story that says, “Everything I HAVE, I earned, and 
I deserve, and I should get to keep,” or the story that says:

“I am the beneficiary of the generosity and commitment of those who have
gone before me, and even more, I am who I AM, I have what I HAVE, because of the grace 
of God.

“The great privilege of being itself—the air I breathe, the ground beneath my
feet, the bread on my plate—these are not my doing, they are the outcropping of the 
endless generosity of the everlasting and almighty God.” (2)


The words we heard from the Book of Deuteronomy are attributed to Moses as he prepared

the Hebrew people for life in the Promised Land after forty years of wilderness wandering.  He wanted
them never to forget that the blessings that were about to come would NOT be as a consequence of
THEIR deserving—of THEIR hard work or ingenuity; the houses, the cities, the cisterns, the vineyards
they would inherit, were a legacy that was passed along to them.  Moses reminded them, “...when you
have eaten your fill, take care that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out
of the house of bondage.” (3)


One of the trends that most troubles me in American Protestantism today is that many people

are motivated to join a congregation on the basis of what the church can do for them and for their
children: “What are the programs you offer?”  The underlying assumption (by those “experts” who study
these things) is that most people today are after what they describe as “a full-service church” for a
“consumer generation.”  As if the church existed to serve its members, when exactly the OPPOSITE is true.  

 The church exists to serve God.  
 The church exists to give you and me a means by which we can embody the self-giving love of

God as made known in Christ Jesus.  

The greatest thing that I could imagine that we could do for our children or grandchildren is to
teach them that the essence of genuine humanity is found, NOT in taking and NOT in having, but in
GIVING and SHARING, and even SACRIFICING, for the sake of LOVE.  

This whole thrust of human existence is perfectly exemplified in Jesus Christ, whom the Letter to
the Hebrews describes as “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him
endured the cross, disregarding its shame.”  WHY?  “…so that you may not grow weary or lose heart.”

 To embody self-giving LOVE, that is the purpose of human life.  
And THAT my friends, is what the church is here to teach us all.


A few weeks ago, a couple members of our congregation (the Robinsons) returned home from 

Italy where they shared some pictures with me of some of the magnificent cathedrals they got to see 
while there.  They talked about how moving it was for them to think about the people who had had
the vision and the commitment to begin to build those great cathedrals, with the full awareness that
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they would never be finished in their lifetime.  It would take decades and decades to finish most of 
those glorious edifices.  

That is the kind of giving about which I want to think today.

We are able to worship here at Lakewood Presbyterian Church because of the vision and
commitment of so many who have gone before us, and who supported LPC with their time and
intelligence, with their energy and money and ability.  Those of you who have been here longer than I
could go through a roll call of saints.  There is not a single one of them who participated in LPC with
this thought in their minds: “I am here to get what I can out of this church.” Every single one of them
thought, “What can I do to contribute to the mission of God through the life and mission of this family of 
God I love?”

William Sloane Coffin used to say,: “We not only inherit the earth from our parents, we also
borrow it from our children.”  We who have received will want to be stewards of what we have
received.  Securers, if you will.  Securers for tomorrow.  In these uncertain economic times, I can think of
no greater opportunity than the opportunity to invest in the Kingdom of God and to experience the joy of
giving sacrificially … I truly believe it Makes a Difference!


Not long ago Karen and I received a letter thanking us for a contribution we continue to make 

at the Rescue Mission in Akron, Ohio.  One of our dearest friends is the financial director there.  It was 
the postscript at the bottom of the letter that intrigued me.  It read: “Unless otherwise noted, the only
goods or services provided are intangible religious benefits.”  Those words caused me to think about how
it was early on in my ministry when Karen and I decided, after being challenged by my boss, John Ross, 
to make tithing not only as our goal, but as a spiritual practice as well.  As I shared in my letter with 
you, it took a couple of years, but we give at least 10% of our income to the church and a little beyond 
that to other ministries that work for justice and compassion and enriched soul and spirit.  And I have 
to say, that it has been the single best decision we ever made.

Well, how does it work?  Let’s say your income is $40,000 a year.  A tithe is $4,000 of that.  Let’s
say your income is $200,000 a year.  A tithe is $20,000.  

When the stewardship committee of another Presbyterian Church (that shall remain nameless) 
adopted the tithe, or 10%, as the goal for personal giving that year, a young doctor on the Session was
outraged.  He voted against the motion, and afterwards he stormed into the pastor’s office.  “This is
ridiculous.  Do you know what the Stewardship Committee is trying to do?  They want us all to tithe.  That is
completely unrealistic,” he told his pastor.  “They just do not understand.  I cannot afford to give the church
$20,000 a year.”

To which the pastor replied, “I’ll tell what we will do.  You and I can go together into the
sanctuary, get down on our knees and pray, and ask God to sufficiently reduce your income to the point
that you can afford to tithe.”

This might not be the year for you to begin to tithe, but I do know this … it is the year for all of
us to begin to move toward the tithe.  This could just be the time for you to double last year’s pledge,
to use the church as the means by which you testify loudly and clearly to what you believe about God’s
grace and the sureness of God’s kingdom coming, on earth as it is in heaven.  Use the church as a tool
for multiplying the love and grace and blessings you have received. (4)


Many of you are familiar with the name John Templeton, one of the most successful Wall

Street brokers of the 20th century.  He made hundreds of millions of dollars for his clients and himself.  
He was once asked by a young broker: “Sir, what in your opinion is the best investment available?”

Without missing a beat, Mr. Templeton said, “Give to your church.  It is the best investment you
can make for yourself, your family, your community, and the future of the planet.”


In the letter to the Hebrews, the writer takes his congregation into a sports arena and drafts

those people, the congregation, as the final runners in the great relay of faith. (5) The baton has been
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passed from Abraham to Moses to Gideon and David.  The chain of faith and sacrifice has continued.  It
continues now through the apostles and the saints; through Martin Luther and John Calvin; through
the builders of cathedrals and that first group of Presbyterians who met in John Biers’ garage almost 
sixty years ago now.  

This great chain of faith and sacrifice continues here at Lakewood through each of YOU.  It is OUR
turn to run the race, to set our eyes on the prize of the joy that comes from living for GOD and for OTHERS.


A pastor received a call one day from an eccentric older woman in his congregation saying, “I 

want you to come over right away.  I have something to say to you.”  Having only been at that church a 
few months, yet having already noticed that this woman was something of a “complainer,” chances 
were it wasn’t going to be good.

When he arrived she invited him in, pointed in the direction of a loveseat, and told him to sit
down and be quiet.  She began to talk.  Twenty minutes went by and he still couldn’t figure out why he 
was there.  She was in the middle of telling about a trip she and her late husband had made twenty 
years before to Europe and finally she said: “It was the Alps, Pastor.  It was the Alps.”

“The WHAT?” he asked.
“The Alps!  My favorite part of Europe.  Such magnificent mountains … such awesome beauty.  And 

there is something very interesting about the Alps, Pastor.  In fact, that’s why I called you today.”
Yes, he was a Presbyterian minister, and as all Presbyterian ministers, had great affection for 

Geneva and the tie to Calvin.  But still, he couldn’t figure out why he was there … until she told him 
about the CABINS … the little cabins that are scattered through the Alpine mountains … providing 
safety and refuge for skiers and hikers from the wind and cold.  Well, apparently each cabin has a 
fireplace … and all one has to do when entering is strike a match and light the fire that is already set.  

“This morning,” she said, “I was thinking about my trip and the cabins in the Alps, and I realized
that all my life I have been burning wood that others have chopped.  I don’t think I have ever so much as 
stopped to say thank you.  Well, now it’s time for me to chop wood for someone else.  And that is exactly
what I aim to do.”

I realize that many of you here this morning have chopped wood for a long, long time.  You 
have lived your lives in steadfast love for God and your neighbor and for that, I thank God for you.  But, 
as I look around this congregation, I realize that many of us are burning wood that others have chopped. 
We have inherited a tradition that others died for long, long ago … this morning we worship in a 
building that others built … and as we go about our daily lives we hold on to a faith that our mothers
and fathers and Sunday school teachers and pastors and countless other saints passed on to us.  

Yes, many of us here today are burning wood that OTHERS chopped.  Which merely means for 
us it’s still early.  It’s still early. (6) But not too early to begin chopping wood that others will burn.  

The time is now, you can make a difference … and the church is the place that helps you grow
in faith and live in love and abound in hope.

Amen and Amen

Footnotes:
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2) Based again on Joanna Adams in her sermon “The Wood Has Been Cut,” preached October 28, 2001 at
Trinity Presbyterian Church, Atlanta, Ga., p. 3.
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4) As suggested in a sermon by Sam Hamilton-Poore, November 14, 1993.
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6) Ibid., Dunham & Adams.


