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In the time of your life, live – so that in that good time 

There shall be no ugliness or death 

For yourself or for any life that your life touches. 

Seek goodness everywhere; when it is found 

Bring it out of its hiding-place 

And let it be free and unashamed. 

Discover in all things that which shines and is beyond corruption. 

Encourage virtue into whatever heart 

It may have been driven into secrecy and sorrow 

By the shame and terror of the world. 

In the time of your life, live – so that in that wondrous time 

You shall not add to the misery and sorrow of the world, 

But shall smile instead to its infinite delight and mystery. 

—Preface to The Time Of Your Life, by William Saroyan 

 

Ancient Witness:  Matthew 5:21-24 

 

I have talked to you before about the problem of fear-based religion.  It may produce obedient and loyal 

subjects, but it won’t produce spiritually aware people.  Ultimately, it seems to me, the motive to which 

we should be appealing is not fear, but love. Fear of not being rewarded—an over-concern for 

paradise—or of being punished eternally in hell—doesn’t enlighten anyone. 

 

And today I give my yearly stewardship sermon, and I want to talk about your giving from this 

perspective, too.  So my version of a stewardship sermon is titled, “When Not to Give.”  Now, this isn’t 

me just trying to be clever, so please hear me out. 

 

The church too often has focused on the bottom line—on how to make fearful, anxious, ego-driven 

people more giving, whereas, I believe we should be trying to make our giving less fearful, less guilt-

ridden, less dutiful and more loving, more free and more joyful.  I’m talking about the quality and not 

the quantity.  I’m focusing on the motives, the condition of our heart, when we give. 

 

What is a church, anyway?  At its core, a church is where we seek to be transformed as we are awakened 

to the Sacred.  In other words, we seek to be motivated more and more by love and not fear, by 

peacefulness and not anxiety.  And so what I am suggesting is that we each look at our giving as part of 

our own quest—see it as a spiritual practice, as a way to be transformed.  That is, when we give, it 

changes us, breaks us open.  And so, for these few minutes let’s not focus on the external things our 

giving does, but let’s look to the inner work that is happening. 

 

Look, giving is not a substitute for surrendering our whole selves to the Divine.  Rather, it should be a 

result, an extension, of this surrender to the Love that holds us and will not let us go.  As Rabbi 

Abraham Heschel said,  
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Worship and living are not two separate realms.  Unless living is a form of worship, our 

worship will have no life. 

 
When I think about how to make my giving more loving, I think about the wonderful story of Oseola 

McCarty. 

 

Oseola lived in the same house in Hattiesburg, Mississippi all of her life, left to her by an uncle in 1947.  

She lived alone in that house after her mother and aunt died in the 1960’s.  People took clothes to her to 

wash, and this was how she eked out a living for all those years, between rows of clothes hanging to dry. 

 

When she was 89 years old, as worsening arthritis made it hard to work or sometimes even to stand, and 

she felt her time creeping to a close, she did something that caught the imagination of a nation.  She 

asked her bank to give away her life savings.  Since she lived so simply and spent very little, she was 

able to amass a small fortune a few one-dollar bills at a time.  And she gave $150,000 to the University 

of Southern Mississippi. 

 

Oseola, herself, never made it past high school, but she wanted to help young people go to college.  And 

so she established an endowment for financial scholarships.  When she gave her remarkable gift, she 

didn’t want any recognition and didn’t even ask for so much as a brick to be dedicated in her name. 

 

She never expected that her generosity would create such a fuss.  Oseola found herself flying all over the 

country, accepting humanitarian awards, meeting famous people, and wearing high-heeled shoes. 

 

Roberta Flack sang her a song, and so did Patti LaBelle.  President Clinton had his picture made with 

her.  Harvard gave her an honorary degree.  Before her gift, she’d never been on an airplane and had 

been out of Mississippi only once.  Since then, she even made it to New York, where the hotel maids 

loved her because she made her own bed. 

 

Oseola’s story touched the heart of a shrewd, calculating and cynical world.  And her sudden encounter 

with this world did not change her much.  Until she passed away at the age of 94, she still lived in the 

same house.  She still turned on the air conditioner only when company came.  She did get a small color 

T.V. to replace her tiny black and white set that only got one channel. 

 

And she still had her old, raggedy Bible that she had rebound in leather to keep the pages together.  “I 

am not afraid of dying,” she said.  “I am ready to go any time God calls me home.  I am at peace with 

my life and my work.” 

 

She took little for herself and gave the rest away.  She expected nothing in return and just wanted to help 

others.  She was motivated by love, not by fear. 

 

You know, it is said that when a human being enters the world, fists are clenched tight, as if to say, “The 

world is mine.  I shall hold it all within the grasp of my hand.”  When one leaves this world, palms are 

wide open, as if to declare: “I have not inherited a thing from the world.” 

 

What I am essentially talking about is an awareness—becoming conscious of those things which are 

eternal and those things which are transitory—and then living our lives out of this awareness. 

 

For this morning, I chose the passage from the Sermon on the Mount.  In this sermon, Jesus is talking 

about what it means to live out of this awareness that we belong to God, to Divine Love. 
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Jesus says, “Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven.”  You won’t enter this awareness. 

 

Jesus, the spiritual teacher, is saying that to live out of an awareness that we belong to God means that 

our lives are changed to the core.  There is more than a superficial modification.  It means that our 

hearts, our motives, our relationships, the smallest details, are changed. 

 

I think Jesus would want giving to any spiritual community to be for the right reasons.  It should not be 

some manipulation or bartering with God; it should not be a competition with others; it should not be a 

way even simply to improve the world; it is not paying dues; it should not be a way to feel less guilty or 

feel better about ourselves. 

 

Giving, as a spiritual practice, needs to be an expression of and desire for a total awareness of Divine 

Love. 

 

The church is perhaps the only institution I know of which is more interested in the reasons someone 

gives than in the money itself. 

 

“Leave you gift before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and 

offer your gift,” said Jesus. 

 

Jesus would ask that giving comes from a life which has been changed to the core.  Stewardship must 

emerge from a certain purity of relationship—one’s relationship with the Divine and with our sisters and 

brothers. 

 

And so it is out of this great tradition that I preach this rather unique message:  Do not give if it is not 

from the heart, or if it is half-hearted.  Do not give if you have anger or bitterness or a grudge against 

someone.  Do not give if you do not feel or want the love and peace which comes from an awareness of 

the Divine.  Do not give if giving is an after-thought or if you are reluctant or fear-based or resentful. 

 

Spiritual giving, at its best, is not forced or contrived.  Rather, it flows freely through us.  As 

Shakespeare wrote in the Merchant of Venice, 

 

The quality of mercy is not strain’d, 

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 

Upon the place beneath; it is twice bless’d; 

It blesseth him that give and him that takes. 

 

In Barbara Kingsolver’s book, The Poisonwood Bible, a daughter of a missionary is talking with her 

friend, Anatole, who is a native of the Congo.  He tells her, 

 

“When one of the fishermen, let’s say Tata Boanda, has good luck on the river and comes home 

with his boat loaded with fish, what does he do?” 

 

“That doesn’t happen very often.” 

 

“No, but you have seen it happen.  What does he do?” 
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“He sings at the top of his lungs and everybody comes and he gives it all away.” 

 

“Even to his enemies?” 

 

“I guess.  Yeah.  I know Tata Boanda doesn’t like Tata Zinsana very much, and he give Tata 

Zinsana’s wives the most.” 

 

“All right.  To me that makes sense.  When someone has much more that he can use, it’s very 

reasonable to expect he will not keep it all himself.” 

 

“But Tata Boanda has to give it away, because fish won’t keep.  If you don’t get rid of it, it’s just 

going to rot and stink to high heaven.” 

 

Anatole smiled and pointed his finger at my nose, “That’s just how a Congolese person thinks 

about money.” 

 

Giving, from a faith perspective, has more to do with the interior health of the giver, than anything else.  

It has to do with the rot and decay within if one doesn’t give. 

 

At its essence, one gives not to achieve or accomplish any goal, but as an expression of one’s deepest 

awareness and one’s desire to be changed—transformed—by it. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 

 


