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Some of you know a good bit about my professional history. 
Before joining OCC’s staff full-time in early 2009, I was the 
Director of Youth Ministries at North Shore Congregational 
Church for nearly fourteen years. Prior to that, I was on staff at 
the First Congregational Church of Wauwatosa.  
 
My relatively brief stint at Tosa was back in the early- to 
mid-90s. If you fall into the “more seasoned” half or so of the 
age spectrum represented in this sanctuary today, you’ll 
remember some of what was going on back then. And, if you’re 
in the younger half of the age spectrum, the following 
information may help explain how society got to where it is 
today...wherever that is.  
 
The Berlin Wall had fallen only a few years earlier, in 1989. 
About a year later, a U.S.-led coalition won the first Persian Gulf 
War (“Desert Storm”) in a matter of days. And, about a year 
after that, the Soviet Union was dissolved.  
 
Here in the United States, there was talk of a coming “peace 
dividend”—an opportunity to spend less on military defense, 
allocate more resources toward education and health care, and 
perhaps even move toward a balanced federal budget.  
 
Phrases like “the digital age” and “Silicon Valley” weren’t yet 
commonplace. Most people didn’t have internet access or even 
an email account, and most had no idea what was meant by 
“RAM,” “CPU,” or even “hard drive.” AOL was just starting to 
gain some traction. Needless to say, Google, Facebook, and 
Twitter didn’t yet exist.  
 
But, somewhat under the radar, the digital age was beginning 
to bloom. Laptops were still pretty rare, and tablets hadn’t yet 

been invented—but desktop computers were becoming 
ubiquitous. Microsoft’s Word and Excel programs were 
streamlining the workflow in offices across the land. Productivity 
was rising sharply—and with it, corporate profits.  
 
The U.S. economy decisively turned from recession to boom, 
and the stock market showed vigor. As defined-benefit pension 
plans became less common, the 401(k) account became the 
new standard vehicle for retirement savings. This meant 
workers had to start educating themselves so they could make 
informed asset-allocation decisions.  
 
“Regular” people started reading Investor’s Business Daily, and 
watching Wall Street Week with Louis Rukeyser. Folks would 
talk about what they had just read in Money magazine and 
Kiplinger’s Personal Finance. Hot-shot mutual fund managers 
like Fidelity’s Peter Lynch and Legg Mason’s Bill Miller became 
household names. So did Jack Bogle, Vanguard’s index fund 
pioneer, and Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan. And 
the Consumer News and Business Channel, now known simply 
as CNBC, went from obscurity to prominence.  
 
Remember, I was on staff at Wauwatosa. I was only a few 
years out of seminary, still in my twenties. I was observing all 
this rapid change—geopolitical and macro-economic—while I 
was still steadying my feet in the world of adulthood.  
 
I remember having lunch one day with one of my colleagues at 
Wauwatosa. As I recall, we walked down two short blocks to 
the Chancery, as we often did. That particular day, we were 
lamenting the increasing reluctance of church members to 
volunteer for things. It seemed harder than ever to find ushers, 
Sunday school teachers, servers for the meal program at St. 
Vincent’s, and people to fill a variety of board and committee 
vacancies.  
 
My colleague, somewhat older than I, nostalgically recalled past 
years when none of this was a concern for most churches. 
People simply stepped forward. They had time, and they 
considered it a privilege to serve—not a nuisance, nor a burden.  



 
I commented that I saw a shift taking place between the 
availability volunteers and the availability of financial donations. 
I suspected that the trends in society were pointing toward 
people having a bit more money to spare, and significantly less 
time to spare. So, our lunchtime conversation turned to how the 
church could best adapt to operate with increasing funds but 
decreasing volunteers.  
 
That conversation took place roughly a quarter-century ago. But 
the dilemmas discussed back then are still relevant today. The 
reality is that we all have finite resources—and that goes for 
both money and time.  
 
We each have a finite number of discretionary dollars at our 
disposal—whether that’s a function of monthly income or 
accumulated wealth. For all of us, money just doesn’t grow on 
trees. Nobody has unlimited funds. And, probably all of us 
receive many more solicitations than we can possibly respond to 
affirmatively—for outright donations, yes, but also to purchase 
cookies and Christmas wreaths and pizzas. It simply isn’t 
plausible to say “yes” to every worthy cause. All we can do is 
allocate finite resources as wisely and purposefully as we can.  
 
The same is true of our time. Let’s face it: God gives each of us 
twenty-four hours per day. We choose how many of those 
hours to spend working, and how many to spend sleeping. We 
choose how much time to set aside for exercise, reading, 
prayer, hobbies, and general leisure. We choose how much time 
to allow ourselves for things like watching TV, watching 
YouTube videos, clicking on clever hashtags, and posting on 
social media accounts. We choose how much time to devote to 
our relationships with friends and family, and how much time to 
dedicate to community service. With our time, as with our 
money, all we can do is allocate finite resources as wisely and 
purposefully as we can.  
 
Today’s scripture reading from 1 John, chapter 3, presents us 
with a daunting challenge embedded in a haunting question. 
Verse 17 reads as follows: 

 
How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s 
goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?  
 
Holy cow. What on earth are we to do with that daunting 
challenge? How in the world are we to answer that haunting 
question? It has been said that, if you have any amount of 
money—any balance in a bank account, or a few bucks in your 
pocket, or just a jar of change on your dresser—then you’re 
among the wealthiest eight percent of the world’s population. 
From a global perspective, every one of us here today is 
affluent. So, there’s no escaping it: In the words of 1 John, we 
“have the world’s goods.”  
 
And, thanks to the internet, TV, radio, and even the printing 
press, we all see lots of “brothers and sisters in need.” We see 
video footage, still photos, and verbal descriptions of people in 
peril all over the world—in war-torn Syria and in famine-stricken 
Somalia, amid the religious violence in Myanmar and amid the 
aftermath of Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico, in areas of our own 
country ravaged by wildfires and in the streets of our inner 
cities...including Milwaukee. We can’t claim blissful ignorance. 
We see plenty of brothers and sisters in need.  
 
So how can it be said that the love of God abides in us unless 
we do something? But that’s where the shear size and scope of 
the matter can simply paralyze us. We know we have finite 
resources—a finite supply of financial assets and a hard limit of 
twenty-four precious hours in each day. Like I said earlier, it’s 
just not feasible to say “yes” to every worthy cause. All we can 
do is allocate what we have as wisely and purposefully as we 
can.  
 
And so, at this point, I’d like to suggest a way for us to mentally 
re-frame the matter without discounting, diluting, or deflecting 
the daunting challenge embedded in that haunting question.  
 
Over these last six or eight months, at the urging of OCC’s own 
John Helm, I’ve joined a monthly pinball league. (Until last 
summer, I had no idea that such leagues even exist!) John 



himself is one of the hosts for the league. A few Saturday nights 
per year, a couple dozen pinballers swarm his house in Grafton. 
First, we eat him and Cindy out of house and home, gorging 
ourselves on cold cuts and cookies and beer...and, if we’re 
lucky, some of Cindy’s soup.  
 
Then, we descend to the basement where John has more than 
a dozen perfectly working pinball machines. A couple hours 
later, after five rounds of competition on various machines, we 
all go home. John gets to bask in the afterglow of an event well 
hosted. Cindy and Katie, and their dog Simon, have that “what 
just happened???” look on their faces.  
 
John semi-regularly buys machines from other avid pinballers. 
He tells stories of driving to other parts of the state to pick up a 
new machine for his basement. But the key, of course, is for 
him to also be semi-regularly selling machines from his current 
collection. For one thing, the proceeds from a sale can help 
defray the cost of a new purchase. For another thing, John has 
a finite amount of space in his basement. So, to make room for 
a new machine, one of his current machines must go.  
 
His “churn rate” on his collection of pinball machines seems 
pretty high. So, I sometimes joke about how he’s always on the 
prowl, looking to upgrade his collection at every opportunity. 
And, frankly, why not? After all, he has finite financial 
resources, like all of us, and a finite amount of physical space 
available. All he can do is try to allocate both money and square 
footage as wisely and purposefully as he can. 
 
I’d like to suggest that the word “upgrade” may be a helpful 
way for us to mentally re-frame the daunting challenge 
embedded in that haunting question we find in 1 John 3:17. 
Perhaps that verse isn’t necessarily telling us to give a greater 
quantity of money (though that wouldn’t be a bad thing). 
Perhaps the verse is calling us upgrade the quality of our giving. 
Maybe we should focus on giving our financial support as wisely 
and purposefully as we can. Instead of being paralyzed by guilt 
for not giving more, maybe we should endeavor to give better.  
 

Similarly, with respect to our time—the finite and precious 
twenty-four hours we each have in a day—perhaps 1 John 3:17 
isn’t necessarily telling us to volunteer for a greater quantity of 
hours (though that wouldn’t be a bad thing). Perhaps the verse 
is calling us to upgrade the quality of our volunteering. Maybe 
we should focus on targeting our volunteer efforts as wisely and 
purposefully as we can. Instead of being paralyzed by guilt for 
not volunteering more, maybe we should endeavor volunteer 
better.  
 
Let’s remember that one of the ways we, as Christians, 
understand ourselves is as stewards, recognizing that what we 
have—be it money or time or anything else—has been 
entrusted to us by God. Our responsibility is to allocate our 
God-given resources as wisely and purposefully as we can, 
striving to honor God’s will at every turn.  
 
Yes, giving more is good, and volunteering more is good. But if 
the thought of “more” is just so daunting and so haunting that 
it’s paralyzing, then perhaps it’s time to set aside “more” and 
focus on “better.” If you have only a few bucks to give, how can 
you give those few bucks as wisely and purposefully as 
possible? And if you can only volunteer an hour a week, or an 
hour a month, how can you volunteer as wisely and 
purposefully as possible.  
 
Just like John Helm’s pinball machines, the journey of 
discipleship isn’t always about “more.” But my guess is that 
each and every one of us, if we put our minds to it, can figure 
out ways to upgrade both our giving and our volunteering.  
 
May God guide us on this journey. And, as we upgrade in light 
of verse 17, may we also take to heart the message of verse 
18: 
  
“...let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.”  
 
Amen.  


