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Good morning! 

 

Today is a busy day here at First Church.  It’s our annual meeting, where we review our work in 2019, 

where we approve our 2020 budget, how exactly together we’re planning our ministries for the upcoming 

year; coming to a consensus on just what we’ll be doing in our beloved community of love and action. 

 

And, not entirely unrelated, today marks the start of a 3-week focus from the pulpit on just what our 

church means, why we’re drawn here, why it’s a priority for us. And we’ll hear from a wide variety of 

members. All leading up to Pledge Sunday two weeks from today on February 9th.  You’ll hear it several 

times over these weeks, our theme for this year’s stewardship focus:  “Where Your Treasure Is, There 

Your Heart Will Be Also.” It’s from the verses of Matthew we just heard Barbara read. 

 

Before we dig deep into our theme this morning, I remembered a story about stewardship that struck me 

as funny. A local United Way office realized that they had never received a donation from the town's 

most successful businessman. The person in charge of contributions called the man to persuade him to 

contribute. "Our research shows that out of a yearly income of at least $500,000, you didn’t give a penny 

to charity. Wouldn't you like to give back to the community in some way?"  

 

The businessman mulled this over for a moment and replied, "First, did your research also show that my 

mother is dying after a long illness, and has medical bills that are several times her annual income?" 

Embarrassed, the United Way rep mumbled, "Um, no." The man interrupted, "Or that my brother, a 

disabled veteran, is blind and confined to a wheelchair?" The stricken United Way rep began to stammer 

out an apology, but was interrupted again. "Or that my sister's husband died in a traffic accident," the 

man’s voice rising in indignation, "leaving her penniless with three children?!" The humiliated United 

Way rep, completely beaten, said simply, "I had no idea."  

 

On a roll, the man cut him off once again, "So why should I give anything to you, if I don't give any 

money to them?" 

 

“Where Your Treasure Is, There Your Heart Will Be Also.”  Hear these words carefully.  It’s maybe not 

what we expect. In these days of authenticity and keeping true to yourself, these words seem a little 

backward. The verse is not “where you heart is, there will your treasure be also.”  Don’t we think the 

message would be something more along the lines of “follow your heart?”  So many movies, so many 

romantic comedies, Netflix streaming series, Disney animation, are all about figuring what your heart 

says, and then acting on that. Discovering who you are at heart, and then being true to yourself, being true 

to your heart.  

 

Well, that’s an important message for sure. Whether it’s career choices, or romantic partnering; coming 

out with our gender or sexual identities, or deciding where we want to live. Coming to an understanding 

of who we are, and where our hearts lead, is certainly important.  But that’s not the message of today’s 

verse. 

 

“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  This is something different. This is more about 

action that leads to transformation. Jesus is telling us that we need to be intentional about who we are, and 
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who we want to be. It’s about our minds and our hearts, reflecting on what we are called to do as people 

who place love above all, as followers of Christ. 

 

Then acting on that conviction, knowing that it will keep us balanced in the midst of life’s pressures, keep 

us humble, keep us from the temptation of unlimited self-centeredness. We act, even maybe before we 

know our heart.   

 

It’s not simply that who we are affects how we act. No, today’s lesson turns that message on its head: 

How we act forms who we are. 

 

You’ve heard this before. In diverse places like Tuesday’s Science Times and in the Power of Positive 

Thinking of Norman Vincent Peale at our Marble Collegiate Church neighbors just blocks away.  

Research has repeatedly shown that how we act, how we intentionally structure our thinking and our 

internal philosophy, really does affect outcomes like health, success, happiness, fulfillment. From 

Harvard’s School of Public Health to Penn to Duke, from the University of Kentucky to Concordia 

Quebec to Kuwait University, dozens and dozens of studies have demonstrated time and again that people 

of hope, people with optimism, are more committed to goals, are more successful achieving their goals, 

are more satisfied with their lives, are in better mental and physical health, than those with a less hope-

filled worldview. The results: fewer sick days, less stress and feeling overwhelmed, more successful in 

relationships, happier in our work lives.1 

 

And even more surprising, that research shows that even if you are not optimistic by nature, even if you 

are more of an Eeyore, seeing the dark clouds rather than the silver lining – the same results happen if you 

strengthen your sense of hope, if you act like an optimistic person, even if you’re not feeling hopeful. 

 

Maybe there’s something to those Broadway musical themes. Whistle a happy tune. You’re never fully 

dressed without a smile. Just look at those weary singing nuns in “Sister Act,” when Delores Von Cartier 

brings them a spirit of joy and hope. Young and old, nuns of every background, all respond with 

transformation and success. 

 

Today’s message: Action leads to transformation. Maybe this too is at the core of those Presbyterian vows 

we take as officers and elders are ordained, as we agree “to serve with energy, intelligence, imagination 

and love. It’s intelligence and love.  It’s mind and body.  It’s faith and heart. 

 

We know what we are called to do, to be. And that common knowledge, that common belief, is what 

brings us together week after week. Or for some, what brings us together on Christmas Eve and Easter 

Sunday.  We think that this set of values, this ethical and moral approach to life and being, these rules to 

live by, shown to us by our faith, are the right ones to live by. That’s what we believe. That’s why we 

have committed ourselves to them. That’s why we call ourselves followers of Christ. 

 

Hear again the words of our other scripture reading of today, our first lesson, about our values in this our 

beloved community, where Paul tells the Christian community in Rome just what are the marks of the 

true Christian: Let love be genuine. Hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good. Love one another with 

mutual affection. Be ardent in spirit. Be patient in suffering. Rejoice in hope. That’s how we should think 

and feel. 

 

But it goes on, with specifics not only about what we are to think and feel, but what we are called to do, 

how we are called to act: Extend hospitality to strangers. Bless those who persecute you. If your enemies 

are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink. Let love be genuine. Live in 

harmony. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Do not repay evil for evil. Live peaceably with 

all. 
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We say our faith is one of involvement, and it is. We are called to believe, and we are called to do. And in 

doing, we reflect the deepest part of who we are. And it keeps our hearts in the right place. 

 

Just a couple of nights ago, I watched the new film, “The Two Popes,” the life stories of Pope Benedict 

and Pope Francis. Maybe you’ve seen it on Netflix. And the choices that Pope Francis continues to make 

really struck me. Choices about living in humbleness and refusing to cloak himself in royal garb, despite 

the loftiness of his position as Pope. No red shoes or shiny jewelry for Francis, no extravagant dinners 

alone in palatial halls. More like the life he led for so many years as a Jesuit priest living among the poor 

and suffering. 

 

In some ways, it’s just what we’re talking about today. Acting, behaving, living in a manner that reflects 

our deepest values of our minds, of our faith. And the rest of our selves, the rest of our actions, all fall in 

line with those values. 

  

I often say that the best part of my dual identity, my dual career, one as a CEO, and one as a minister, is 

that I can’t wander, I can’t be tempted or drawn away from who I want to be. My faith keeps my world of 

finance in perspective, and my connection to the world keeps my faith relevant to daily life. Able to better 

recognize what’s really going on in the world, and what we’re really called to do.  Maybe it sounds a little 

like serving God and mammon. But for me, it’s living life in wholeness, vocation and calling, faith and 

action, intersecting with the world. Maybe, in a way, for me it’s about putting my treasure where I want 

my heart to be. 

 

It reminds me of another funny story about one person’s calling of sorts. A man was pulled over by a 

police officer for speeding on his way to a wedding. As the officer was writing the ticket, he noticed 

several machetes in the car. "What are those for?" he asked suspiciously.  "I'm on my way to a wedding," 

the man replied, "and we have a tradition that we have to entertain the bride and groom. I am going to 

entertain them through juggling and I use those machetes in my act."  

 

"Well, show me," the officer demanded.  So the man got out the machetes and started juggling them, first 

three, then more, finally seven at one time, overhand, underhand, behind the back, putting on a dazzling 

show and amazing the officer. 

 

At that moment another car passed by. The driver did a double take, and said, "Holy smokes! I've got to 

give up drinking! Look at the sobriety test they're giving people now!" 

 

So when we think about our stewardship theme – “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” – 

Jesus is talking about action. Act in line with who you want to be. Behave in the ways we are called to 

care for others. Put our money where our mouths are. And everything else will fall in place, in balance, in 

synch with our faith. For where our treasure is, there our hearts will be also. 

 

As a teenager and college student, I would have talks with my grandfather – a Presbyterian minister 

himself.  I still keep him close, even now almost 40 years after he passed away. So close, I still wear his 

robe – this robe – every Sunday here at First Church. 

 

I remember my grandfather once told me that love is as much a function of the mind, of our free will, as 

much as it is a function of the heart. We love with our whole being. And in those times when we may not 

feel like loving, those are the times that we love with our will. We set our course, we set our actions in 

line with that love that we our will knows is right, with that love that we intentionally make a part of who 

we are, and how we act. And our hearts follow. Really I guess he was talking about this same kind of 

lesson in our message today. 
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Even better, as members of this congregation, we get to do, we get to act, to love, together. 

 

One of my favorite things I get to do as a pastor, right up there with weddings, is helping with the new 

members class, our Inquirers Class. Where we welcome, with open arms, those who reach out to join us 

on our journey here at First Church. Last Sunday we welcomed nearly 20 new co-adventurers into our 

midst.  And, in these Inquirers Classes, when we talk about our own stories, our own faith journeys, the 

number one answer, time and again – is community. The deep desire to be with people who share our 

vision, our hopes, our commitment to the one who teaches us that love is always the answer. Isn’t that 

why we join together with each other, week after week, on our little corner here on Fifth Avenue and 12th 

Street? 

 

The term “beloved community” is firmly part of our vision, a concept coined early in the 1900’s by 

American philosopher Josiah Royce. However, it was Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King who popularized it in 

the late ’50’s and early ‘60s, referring to the beloved community to illustrate God’s kingdom as truly a 

kin-dom, a realistic, attainable society through non-violence, based on justice for all and selfless love for 

one another, where every person had their basic needs met. Over the last two decades, our denomination 

adopted a vision for our beloved community, living into our vision by living out our faith, bringing about 

the creation of a new reality. 

 

Hear the words of Dr. King: 

“The end – the goal – is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the 

Beloved Community.  It is this type of spirit and this type of love that can transform opponents 

into friends. It is this type of understanding that will transform the gloom of the old age into the 

exuberant gladness of the new age. It is this love which will bring about miracles in the hearts of 

men.”2 

 

Once again, it’s about how we act.  Here in this beloved community, just some of the things we do: 

 We offer radical hospitality to all in our inclusive family rather than an exclusive club 

 We recognize and honor the image of God in every person 

 We recognize and affirm differences rather than seek to eradicate them 

 We acknowledge our limitations of understanding,  

 We listen, and we seek to learn 

 We speak the truth in love, always considering ways to be compassionate 

 We believe in shared power and mutuality 

 We take action against poverty, hunger and hopelessness 

 We have an unwavering commitment to justice and human rights 

 We embrace artistic expressions of faith from diverse perspectives 

 We foster dynamic and active spirituality 

 We rely on scripture reading, prayer, and worship together for inner strength 

 We gather regularly for table fellowship 

 

 

So, that’s our introduction to our stewardship theme for 2020.  Jesus said: “Where your treasure is, there 

your heart will be also.”  We act as our faith leads us, and our hearts, even our very souls, follow. 

 

As we think about our beloved community here at First Church and the longing for community we all feel 

as a common human need, I am reminded of one final story of a group of college friends that got together 

every couple of years.  They were discussing where they should meet for lunch when they all turned 40, 
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and finally it was agreed that they would meet at a restaurant called Wetherspoons – because the staff, 

waiters and waitresses alike, were all attractive. 

 

Ten years later, at age 50, the friends once again discussed where they should meet for lunch. Finally it 

was agreed that they would meet at Wetherspoons – because the food and service was good and the beer 

selection was excellent. 

 

Ten years later, at age 60, the friends again discussed where they should meet for lunch. Finally it was 

agreed that they would meet at Wetherspoons – because there was plenty of parking, they could dine in 

peace and quiet with no loud music, and it was good value for the money. 

 

Ten years later, at age 70, the friends discussed where they should meet for lunch. Finally it was agreed 

that they would meet at Wetherspoons – because the restaurant was wheelchair accessible and had an 

accessible toilet. 

 

Ten years later, at age 80, the friends discussed where they should meet for lunch. Finally it was agreed 

that they would meet at Wetherspoons – because they had never been there before. 

 

 

Today, as every day, I am filled with gratitude – to join in worship, to listen and learn, to think and act.  

To be part of our very own beloved community. Together with each other, on our journey of love. 

 

 

AMEN. 

 

© Mark Hostetter 2020. 

 

1 Jessica Cassity, Better Each Day, Chronicle Books, 2011. 

 
2 Martin Luther King after the Montgomery bus boycotts, “Facing the Challenge of the New Age,” 1956. 

                                                           


