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Sermon on the Amount 
by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 

June 22, 2025 
 

Scripture: Leviticus 27:30, Matthew 23:23, 2 Corinthians 9:6-10 

 
Good morning, friends. Before I begin, I want to let you know that Pastor Eric tested positive 

for COVID and is recovering at home. He’s doing okay, and he sends his love. What I’m sharing 

with you this morning comes directly from his heart—and his keyboard!—so I’ll do my best to 
deliver it in his spirit. 

 

Today’s sermon is called Sermon on the Amount. Yes, you heard that right. 
 

We often joke about it, but today we’re leaning into it—playfully, yes, but also sincerely. The 

title riffs off one of the most beloved teachings in all of scripture: Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. 
And while Jesus didn’t call it that—it’s just what we’ve come to name it—he did say some 

things in that sermon that get uncomfortably close to our wallets. Which is maybe why we 

don’t quote those parts quite as often. 
 

Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Matthew 6:21) 

 
He didn’t say it the other way around. He didn’t say, “Where your heart is, your treasure will 

follow.” That’s what we like to believe. But Jesus, in his divine realism, flipped it. He knew: our 

hearts tend to follow our money—not the other way around. 
 

Which is why tithing—giving intentionally and proportionally—is a spiritual practice, not a 

fundraising tactic. It’s about deciding where our heart will live. It’s a declaration of allegiance. 
And it’s not new. It’s a practice that goes back to Cain and Abel, and to Abraham and Jacob. 

You see it woven into the life of ancient Israel and echoed in the early Christian community. 

 
Now, if the word “tithe” makes you feel a little twitchy, you’re not alone. 

 

In fact, let me say something clearly: No one wants you to tithe because you feel guilty. And 
God certainly doesn’t want your gift if it comes from resentment or fear. That’s not 

generosity—it’s religious extortion. 

 
Instead, consider this: what if tithing is freedom? 

 

What if it’s a way to push back against the culture of never-enough, of scarcity and stress? 
 

What if tithing is an act of resistance against fear? 

 
What if, like Sabbath, it’s a practice that reminds us: I am not my income. I am not my anxiety. I 

belong to something bigger—and I trust in something deeper. 
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Tithing—giving 10% of your net usable income to your faith community—has been around for 
thousands of years. But if you’ve ever tried tithing, you know it isn’t just about math. 

 

It’s a spiritual practice. One that reveals where our trust lies. 
 

Do we believe we are sustained only by what we can control? Or do we trust that even in a 

world of uncertainty, something deeper—something sacred—can hold us? 
 

Do we believe we belong to God, or to a culture of never-enough? 

 
I have tithed most of my adult life. It wasn’t always easy, and it wasn’t always perfect. But it has 

always anchored me. 

 
It has anchored my finances to my faith. Tithing has helped me live more simply and joyfully. It 

has helped me trust that I can navigate seasons of uncertainty. And more than anything, tithing 

has helped me feel that I’m making a real difference in my community—not just through what I 
say or believe, but through how I invest both my energy and resources. 

 

At one point, when I stepped away from full-time ministry and had no income, my wife and I 
were able to live more easily on less—because we had already trained our budget to live on 

90%. Our tithe had become a kind of financial resilience plan. And when we found our footing 

again, we resumed the practice with gratitude. 
 

Recently, however, my wife and I made a change. We realized that while we were giving 10% to 

the church, we weren’t giving anything to other organizations doing God’s work in the world. 
That didn’t sit right with us. 

 

So we began what I now call the modern tithe: 5% to the church, and 5% to other organizations 
that help build God’s realm—groups that link faith to doing works of justice, healing, 

reconciliation, compassion. 

 
This model is not about reducing our commitment to the church. If you’re not yet giving 5% to 

the church, I would encourage you to start there. The modern tithe is about expanding 

generosity, not splitting it. Our goal should always be to grow toward greater alignment 
between our resources and our values.  

 

Some may see that as a dilution of the traditional tithe. But I see it as an evolution—a sincere 
response to a pluralistic, interconnected world where the church is not the only place God is at 

work, but it is still a uniquely powerful one. 

 
This church is doing extraordinary work—work that, in my view, more than merits 5%, or even 

10%. But however you give, may it be thoughtful, prayerful, and joyful. 

 
In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said: 
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“Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or about your body, what you will 
wear… but seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be 

given to you as well.” (Matthew 6:25, 33) 

 
So often, our relationship with money is rooted in fear. 

 

Fear that we won’t have enough. 
 

Fear that we’ll fall behind. 

 
Fear that we won’t have enough to cover the bills. Or to deal with an emergency. Or to care 

for aging parents or children. These fears are real. And yet, what if tithing is one of the few 

ways we can push back on our fears—not naively, but faithfully.  
 

When we practice tithing, even in small steps, something shifts. Our grip loosens. Our anxiety 

softens. We start to live not from fear, but from faith. Not from scarcity, but from sufficiency. 
 

As my pastoral mentor, Bruce Van Blair, puts it, we don’t give because God needs the money. 

We give because we need the giving. 
 

II. What could we do? 

 
Now, let me talk about something practical. Right now, our church is running a deficit of about 

$150,000. That’s not a death sentence, but it is a challenge. We have enough in reserves to 

cover next year if nothing changes, but that would leave us with just $50,000 in the bank. 
 

The truth is, we are not overstaffed. The recent staff assessment conducted at the Board’s 

request confirmed that our team is lean, hardworking, and appropriately compensated, 
consistent with healthy staffing models in churches of similar size. In fact, we could use 

additional support in key areas like A/V and Children’s Ministry. 

 
What this means is: If we have to make cuts, it won’t be fat we trim. It will be muscle. It will be 

ministry. 

 
But what if we didn’t just avoid cuts? What if we dreamed again? 

 

One small example: There’s been energy in certain quarters around the idea of getting a 
commercial-quality, portable pizza oven. That’s not as crazy an idea as you might think. They’re 

not terribly expensive, and other churches are using them in creative ways for both outreach 

and inreach.   
 

That’s because a pizza oven in the hands of a church is more than a food source. It’s a ministry. 

It’s community. It’s a tool that allows us to do such things as: 
 

• Teach our youth how to make artisan pizzas and invite their friends to church to share 

them. 
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• Host joyful events after worship, and use it at outdoor worship. 
• Roll it to homeless encampments and serve food, and fellowship, with dignity and care. 

• Bring that oven near the University and offer slices—and connection—to students. 

Perhaps joining with other faith leaders to address topics of interest to students from a 
multifaith perspective. 

 

That’s the Kingdom of God, friends. That’s salt. That’s light. That’s bread broken in sacred 
spaces. And this is just one of many creative ways we can both serve our congregation and 

extend our outreach to the wider community. 

 
But here’s the thing I’ve learned from thirty years in ministry: deficits don’t just limit budgets. 

They limit imagination. 

 
Whether or not a pizza oven excites you personally, the point is, when we believe there is no 

money, we stop dreaming. And a church that stops dreaming soon loses its way. 

 
III. Start Somewhere 

 

Not everyone can start at 10%. But everyone can start somewhere. Generosity takes many 
forms. If all you can give right now is your time and talent, that still matters—deeply. The goal 

isn’t perfection. It’s movement. The question isn’t “Am I there yet?” but “Am I growing?” 

 
Here’s one idea: 

 

• If you’re not yet giving at least 5% of your income to the church, try setting aside the 
difference in a separate account each month until the end of the year.  

• You don’t have to give it away. Just let it build. This lets you practice generosity without 

risk—while giving yourself time to discern what’s possible and sustainable. 
• At year’s end, decide what to do with it: give it all to the church, or keep part or all of it 

if you need it. 

• Once you’ve reached 5% to the church, aim to grow toward 10% total giving. How you 
choose to share that between the church and other organizations doing God’s work is a 

matter of faithful discernment. 

 
Let this simple exercise be a stepping stone toward a deeper, freer way of living. Let the 

practice shape you. Let your heart follow your treasure and see where it leads. If you will start 

this practice of setting aside the difference now, you will know by the fall pledge campaign 
whether or not you’re ready to take your giving – and our church’s sustainability and vitality – 

to a new level.  

 
Jesus ended the Sermon on the Mount by saying: 

 

“Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise person 
who built their house on rock.” (Matthew 7:24) 

 

This is what we’re doing. Not building a budget. Building a life. A church. A movement. 
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This is your Sermon on the Amount. Not to tell you what you owe, but to show you what is 

possible. 

 
To invite you not into guilt, but into grace. 

 

Not into pressure, but into purpose. 
 

Because at the end of the day, we do not tithe because the church demands it. 

 
We tithe because love deserves it. 

 

Tithing is not a transaction—it’s a declaration. A rhythm. A way of saying with our lives, “I trust 
You, my God, more than I trust my fear.”  

 

Amen. 
 


