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By this time in our lives, most of us have heard the old adage that “You can’t take it with you 

when you die.” These words remind us that when we leave this earth, we have no more claim on 

anything we’ve owned while we were here. 

 

There’s a story that’s told of an old man who had done well for himself in this life and was 

concerned about what he would do when he got to heaven if he couldn’t take something of what 

he owned with him. So he loaded up his briefcase with some gold bars and left instructions with 

his estate that the briefcase should be locked and then handcuffed his wrist when he passed. He 

also instructed that the key should be placed in the pocket of the suit in which he was to be 

buried. 

 

When the old man passed, his family did as he had instructed. In the meantime, his soul ascended 

towards heaven. Upon his arrival at the pearly gates, he couldn’t believe the beauty that he 

beheld. It was even more magnificent than what he could have imagined. St. Peter was even 

there to greet him. Looking at him, St. Peter couldn’t help but notice the briefcase that was 

attached to his wrist, so he asked him, “Brother, what do you have in your suitcase there?” 

 

The old man reached for the key in his suit pocket and opened up the briefcase to show St. Peter 

what he had brought with him. Waving his hand over the gold bars, the old man’s face beamed 

with pride at what he had accomplished in life. Looking him in the eyes, St. Peter said, “Isn’t that 

wonderful? You’ve brought some pavement with you!” 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning is a very short passage taken from Jesus’ famous Sermon on 

the Mount in Matthew’s gospel. These few verses, along with several others that follow, share 

bits of wisdom for those who were listening in on the hillside as well as for those who listen in to 

Matthew’s retelling about how disciples are to approach their possessions from a faith 

perspective. Listen for what Jesus teaches his disciples about their treasures and their hearts in 

Matthew 6:19-21: 
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“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume 

and where thieves break in and steal;  but store up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in 

and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

As another session of our fall Rummage Sale begins here at Birmingham First this week, we 

need look no further than our own hallowed hallways in this place to remember that whatever 

may happen to us, we can’t take our possessions with us when we leave this earth. Somehow, we 

seem to understand that concept more resoundingly at least twice a year as we empty our 

basements, our closets, our homes, and even the homes of friends and family members in support 

of our United Methodist Women’s Rummage Sale. Even members of the community stop by to 

drop off their items and declutter their lives. 

 

Some folks use the Marie Kondo method going through their homes by categories, asking 

whether each item brings joy. If it does, you might keep it. If it has served its purpose, you pass it 

on with gratitude for the joy it brought to you in its season. Others of us pull out boxes that have 

not been opened in the last three moves and decide to just pass them on. Whatever your method, 

rummage sale donations remind us that we have plenty of things that we just don’t need that can 

bring life to new owners. And if you think that you didn’t need something, just spend an hour 

walking through these halls this week and you’ll be sure to find something you just can’t live 

without, right? 

 

In any case, these words of Jesus become more real for us during rummage weeks, don’t they?  

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 

thieves break in and steal.” We’ll find ourselves saying these words throughout these days as we 

drop off a load or two or three of donations so that others might experience some joy from our 

treasures. 

 

While the Rummage Sale gives everyone a chance to let go of some treasures and to remind us 

of our need to pass on some of our earthly attachments, what brings the greatest excitement for 

most of us is the opportunity to talk about the life-changing missions and ministries that happen 

because of the Rummage Sale. It’s amazing to see the response of shoppers when you tell them 

that. When we declutter our lives, funds are raised that support mission projects that transform 

people’s lives. When we come together during these two weeks of the year, our lives are changed 

by the relationships we make with one another as we also seek to change lives, change 

communities, and change our world. 

 

You see, friends, Jesus didn’t just commend us not to “store up for ourselves treasures on earth,” 

but he also invited us to “store up treasures in heaven.” How do we do that, though, if we can’t 

put some gold bars into a briefcase and take them with us when we pass? How do we invest in 

the kingdom of God? 

 

Eugene Boring, in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, suggests that as Jesus enters into 

this portion of the sermon in Matthew’s gospel, his words reinforce the third of three known 
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pillars of Judaism. (The first is Torah, or Law. The second is prayer.) The third pillar of Judaism 

is “Deeds of loving kindness.”2 Personal piety and obedience are important, but our faith 

becomes real when we put it into action in transformative ways that bring God’s presence and 

God’s kingdom into people’s lives, into our communities, and into the world. 

 

In our FORWARD visioning process, we talked about how as humans created in the image of 

God, we reflect God’s image best in relationship with one another. We named our three greatest 

strengths as missions, music ministries, and ministries with children and youth. We also 

committed ourselves to three strategic initiatives to better reflect God’s image, that we might see 

lives in our communities and our world transformed: 

 

1. Growing in our Relationship with God through Discipling Ministries 

2. Building Relationships with those in their 20s and 30s 

3. Extending Relationships through Multi-site Ministries 

 

Seeking to grow in our relationship with God through discipling ministries, we have developed 

The Discipleship Journey which has served to help us all understand how we might be more like, 

look more like, and live more like Jesus each day. If we’re trying to better reflect God’s image 

for the world around us, this tool helps us all to identify ways that we might do that in worship, 

study, prayer, service, invitation and giving. Our pastoral staff has been restructured to help us 

develop new Journey Groups, or small groups—experiences for older adults as well as for 

children and families and to focus in on the Discipleship initiative.  

 

With the addition of Deacon Sarah to our team, she is working to gather and grow our ministries 

with those in their 20s and 30s. She also serves as the director of our high school ministries in 

order that we might better maintain connections with our students as they journey into young 

adulthood and college. This time is a critical time in their faith journeys, when they need 

connection and continuity. 

 

This summer, I spent some time with seventeen of our high school youth on a mission trip to 

Costa Rica. Time and time again, I heard about the pressures they felt as some of them were 

headed off to college for the first time. They were concerned about what came next for them. In a 

time of anxiety and separation from that which is familiar, we are investing in them and 

reminding them how important they are to us by connecting with them through college care 

packages as well as continual contact throughout their college experiences. Back here in 

Birmingham, there is someone reaching out to them with love and connection.  

 

In the area of multi-site ministries, we have seen how each of our worshipping communities is 

like another site, or congregation, even within our two campuses. Berkley First launched a 

Thursday evening service this past year. In the coming year, we are looking to launch a non-

Sunday morning service at the Birmingham campus in response to needs for an alternative to a 

Sunday morning worship time. Our staff are brainstorming ideas of what that could be and who 

we might reach. We’re even thinking about where that might take place in our building.  

 

This is an exciting time in our life together as the church. That’s not to say that there aren’t 

uncertainties about what might happen in our global United Methodist Church around matters of 
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human sexuality or several plans for denominational restructuring. Even still, Birmingham First 

has been around for almost 200 years now, seeking to reflect more of God’s good image in the 

world around us in Jesus Christ. Throughout that history, we have seen a variety of Methodist 

denominations come and go from our name, but we have always been about making God’s love 

and God’s presence real in our communities and throughout the world. In this time, we continue 

to seek to live more like, love more like, and be more like Jesus each day. 

 

On Wednesday, Dawn and I had the opportunity to catch a showing of Come From Away down 

at the Fisher Theatre in Detroit. Have any of you seen it? It is worth the ticket; it’s absolutely one 

of the most inspiring shows I’ve ever seen. 

 

Come From Away tells the story of the town named “Gander” in Newfoundland where over 

7,000 people were stranded after U.S. airspace was closed on September 11, 2001. Planes were 

rerouted to Gander, where the tiny town on an island was suddenly flooded with scared and 

weary travelers who were trying to connect with loved ones. The townsfolk gathered together 

and provided free food, shelter, phone calls, internet access, and so much more to welcome the 

stranded passengers until their flights were able to leave several days later as airspace was 

opened again. People invited complete strangers into their homes to shower and share a beer or a 

meal. Striking bus drivers came off the picket lines to provide transportation for the sudden 

influx of visitors. The townsfolk asked for nothing in return, simply saying, “You would have 

done it for us had our lives been reversed.” 

 

I wept like a baby throughout most of the show as I remembered the fear of those days. I wept 

also as I saw how one of the worst moments in history brought out the best of who God has 

created us to be as human beings. 

 

When people ask me what it means for us to be Birmingham First in this time in the history of 

the United Methodist Church, and even in this time in the history of our politically-divided 

world, I think of our history of almost 200 years of reflecting God’s image in the world around 

us. I think of experiences that you have made possible for young people like Amanda who went 

to Cuba this past year. She came back and said, “Seeing the smiles on the little boys’ faces after 

we gave them baseballs and mitts was amazing. On every mission trip I’ve gone on with the 

church, I’ve seen how little some people have, which makes me grateful for what I have here. 

The little boys in Cuba had never had a baseball, and it was so fun to play games with the kids 

there.” Changing lives, including our own, as we make God’s love real for others. This is who 

we are; this is what it means to reflect God’s image in our world.  

 

Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart shall be also.” At Birmingham and 

Berkley First, we place our treasure in changing lives, changing communities, and changing the 

world because people have captured God’s heart and they capture our hearts. We place our 

treasure in reaching out to coming generations, believing they have the power to transform our 

world. God has a heart for them and so do we. They give us hope for a tomorrow different from 

today. We place our treasure in caring for those who are hurting of all ages through missions and 

caring ministries because we know that God has a heart for those who are hurting. 
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As you think about our giving path in the Discipleship Journey, where are you on that path? 

 

 Perhaps, you are Exploring Faith and you give when you’re in worship at Birmingham 

and Berkley First. 

 Or perhaps you are Seeking Christ and you make regular contributions to Birmingham 

and Berkley First. 

 Or perhaps you are Growing in Christ and you complete an Estimate of Giving Card 

and you give a percentage of my income, moving towards a 10% tithe. You also give to 

specific ministries of your choice and you are exploring Legacy Giving. 

 Or perhaps you are Maturing in Christ and you give 10% or more of your income to 

Birmingham and Berkley First, and you respond with generosity to additional ministry 

and mission needs. 

 

Wherever you may be, I hope that you are praying with me this season, “God, where are you 

calling me to be in my giving?” Where is it that God is inviting you to place your treasure this 

season? Where is it that God has invited you to place your heart? In these most difficult moments 

of our church’s and world’s history, dream with me for a moment about the world we might 

create as we invest our treasure together in ways that reflect God’s love and grace so brilliantly 

that not only our hearts, but the hearts of the world, might be drawn to Christ. “For where our 

treasure is, there might our hearts be also.” 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Matthew 6:19-21, NRSV. 
2 Boring, M. Eugene. The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. viii. Ed. Leander E. Keck, et al. (Nashville: Abingdon P, 

1995), 209. 
 

 


