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Last week it was “Our Words and The Word”—Our Words in prayer, and scripture as The Word.  
This week, it’s about “presence” and “presents.” Our study of A Disciple’s Path is built around 
the pattern represented by our membership vows to support the church with our prayers, 
presence, gifts and service. This week we focus on our presence in worship and the gifts we 
bring.  
 
1.  Presence 
 
Now, I realize I am literally “preaching to the choir” since, after all, you are here this morning! 
For the person seeking to follow Christ on the path of discipleship, we begin here, in worship, 
together as the Body of Christ. 
 
When I was a kid going to camp meeting, I remember a song the Gospel quartets used to sing, a 
great tune for the rumbling bass and the falsetto tenor. It was an original song by none other than 
the Carter family, and if you go to YouTube, you can hear Merle Haggard singing it:  
 

As you travel along on the Jericho Road, 
Does the world seem all wrong and heavy your load? 
Just bring it to Christ, your sins all confess, 
On the Jericho Road your heart He will bless. 
 
On the Jericho Road there’s room for just two; 
No more and no less, just Jesus and you. 
Each burden He’ll bear, each sorrow He’ll share; 
There’s never a care, for Jesus is there. 

 
It’s so comforting, so reassuring to know that Jesus is traveling with you on the roads of life—
just Jesus and you. But then I went back and asked, “Exactly what happened on the Jericho 
Road? What does it represent?” 

 
Today the road from Jericho to Jerusalem is a modern super-highway, euphemistically called the 
“Peace Highway” even though it cuts right through the most contested land in the world, the 
unjustly-occupied West Bank and the brutally-oppressed Palestinian territories. Along the 
highway, there are places where you can glimpse the old Jericho Road, a narrow, twisting way 

A Disciple’s Path: 
“PRESENCE AND PRESENTS” 

 
Dr. John E. Harnish 

First United Methodist Church 
Birmingham, Michigan 

Scripture: Hebrews 10:23-25, Matthew 6:25-33 
 



 2 

cut through the arid desert known as “the wilderness,” winding over craggy mountains of rock 
and sand. In Jesus’ day it was a dangerous road, the lawless terrain of highway bandits and bands 
of robbers, so no one traveled that road alone. Jesus told a parable about a man who tried to do 
just that. Bandits beat him up, robbed him, and left him for dead until one called “The Good 
Samaritan” came along, picked him up, and carried him to the inn to save his life.  

 
So it dawned on me that the song has it all wrong. The Jericho Road is not the place for “just 
two, no more and no less, just Jesus and you.” The Jericho Road is the place of service and 
compassion, it’s the road where we come together to care for one another and support each other 
and walk with one another through the perils and pitfalls of life. The Jericho Road is about a 
community of caring love and compassionate service where we journey with Jesus and with each 
other. We travel it together. It is not just Jesus and me. It is always Jesus and me and everyone 
else who names the name of Christ.  
 
That’s why communal worship is so critical to the spiritual life and that’s why we as a church 
have said our goal is to make worship the central act in the life of this congregation. We come to 
God together around a table. We break this bread, and in the breaking we become the Body of 
Christ. We drink from this one cup and we are made one in Christ. We walk the path of 
discipleship together.  
 
In chapter 10, the writer of the letter to the Hebrew Christians offers his word both as a 
command and as an invitation: “Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good 
deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as some have done, but encouraging one another.” 
 
When we accepted Christ, we made a commitment to be part of his Body, to show up. When we 
joined this church, we made a promise to support it with our presence, to show up. When we take 
this bread and share this cup, we pray that by his Spirit, we will be made “one with Christ, one 
with each other and one in ministry to all the world.” We’ve promised to do it together, and 
when we choose to absent ourselves from the worshiping community, we cut ourselves off from 
the very heart of what it means to be a disciple, to follow the disciples’ path.  

 
Just this last week a dad told me his son was up and ready to come to the early service—why? 
Because the rule is if you are going to play on the soccer team, you have to go to church first. So 
there they were—church first, then soccer. Because it’s important to be present as a family in 
worship. Present with the Body of Christ.  

 
And the great good news is, when we are present, so is He.  

 
On the evening of resurrection day, when the disciples made their way to the town of Emmaus, 
the Risen Christ made himself known in the breaking of the bread. When the fearful disciples 
gathered in the upper room, literally shaking in their boots, Christ appeared and said, “Peace be 
with you.” When John Wesley was on his deathbed, his last words were words of confidence and 
trust: “Best of all, God is with us.” And to this day, when two or three are gathered together in 
his name, Christ promises to be present in the midst. When we are present, so is He. Our 
presence and his presence.  
 



 3 

2.  And with our presence, we bring our PRESENTS. 
 
Nice play on words, don’t you think? Nice segue into stewardship. 
 
Oh, I know what you are thinking. Stewardship sermons are supposed to come in October, not 
March. That’s all about the pledge campaign and all that talk about budgets and bills. Every time 
someone says, “We talk too much talk about money,” I’d like to remind them that one-third of 
Jesus’ lessons had to do with our relationship to material things, so I’d like to say, “Get used to 
it.” 
 
But on the disciple’s path, stewardship doesn’t really have to do just with the church budgets, 
anyway. It’s not about the needs of the church; it’s about my need to give. It’s not primarily 
about money; it’s about patterning my life in the pattern of Christ, getting my values in line, 
setting my priorities.  
 
Jesus uses the eloquence and simplicity of nature to outline the priorities:  
 

I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or what you 
will wear. Look at the birds of the air. They neither sow nor reap, but your 
heavenly Father cares for them. 
 
Consider the lilies of the field. They neither toil nor spin, yet even Solomon in all 
his glory was not arrayed like them.  
 
But seek ye first the kingdom of God, then all these other things shall be yours as 
well. (Matthew 6:25, 28-29, 33) 

 
Stewardship is first and foremost a spiritual discipline, aligning my life with the life of Christ 
and investing my life in the work of Christ. It means putting the Kingdom first, then allowing all 
these other priorities and demands to take their rightful place.  
 
John Wesley’s simple mantra was: 
 
 Make all you can.  
 Save all you can. 
 Give all you can. 
 
The first makes perfect entrepreneurial, capitalistic sense. Use your time and talents to the best of 
your ability, be successful, be productive, make all you can. And the early Methodists did. They 
helped transform the British economy and lifted their generation out of poverty. Good 
stewardship of our time and talents. 

 
The second admonition makes perfect business sense, the wisdom of saving, careful planning, 
wise investment. Good stewardship of what we have received.  
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But without the third, gaining all you can and saving all you can becomes nothing more than 
pure and simple, old-fashioned, homemade greed—and that is one of the seven deadly sins. It is 
only when we learn to give all we can that we discover fulfillment and joy and learn the worth of 
all things. It is only by seeking first the Kingdom that our lives take on their proper order and 
that everything else falls into place.  
 
Judy and I have been sorting stuff, lots of stuff. In the process, I came across this ledger from our 
first year of marriage, our first year in seminary. On the first page, there is a budget. We were 
making $425 per month. We lived in a little house trailer and paid $15 per month for lot rent, 
$10 a month for electricity and $10 a month for the phone bill. Only $425 per month and do you 
know what the first item on the monthly budget was? Tithe, $42.50. 
 
I want you to know that we’ve been giving the same thing ever since—not $42.50 per month, but 
10% per month, every month for the last 42 years—and we have found great joy in the discipline 
of tithing. If you don’t remember anything else I have preached from this pulpit over the past 
eight years, I hope you will remember that I preached tithing as a spiritual discipline: the 
commitment to give the first 10% of income as a sign of gratitude and praise; as a way of 
seeking first the Kingdom, then allowing all these other things to find their proper place.  
 

Our presence…and his presence. 
Our presence…and our presents…all for the sake of Christ.  


