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The End

As I stood at the pulpit, I
wondered if this church would survive.  When I took over as pastor two years
ago, this small Southern Baptist church had been going downhill for a while.  I
thought I could help revive it, but it had continued to slide.


This Sunday morning was no
exception, and the church was only a fourth full.  That might have not been too
bad if the people attending had been good contributors, but most of them were
older people on Social Security.  They didn't have much money to give to the
church.


I had to take an outside job
selling insurance to make ends meet since the church had been forced to cut my
salary by half.  Although I hated the new job, I accepted it since I knew they
couldn't afford the larger salary. Unfortunately, it takes money to run a
church.  This morning I had prepared a good sermon on tithing, but I doubt that
it would do much good.  Most people were giving all they could now.


So after the singing and the
passing of the plate, I launched into my sermon.  People in the audience were
nodding their head in agreement, or perhaps they were just nodding off to
sleep.  Actually I didn't put much effort into it since I figured it wouldn't
do any good.  


When I gave the invitation to
accept Jesus as their personal savor, or to move their membership, nobody came
forward.  I let the choir sing on, feeling really low and discouraged. 
Suddenly a tall handsome man in his 30's stood up and walked forward. I talked
to him for a few minutes.  He said that he was considering joining the church
but would like to talk to my deacons and me before he made his decision.


The Deacons and I were planning to
meet before the evening worship service to discuss our financial problems, so I
told him to come at that time.


"Hi, I am Jim Barnes," he
said, shaking all our hands.  We were wondering what he wanted to talk to us
about.


"Pastor Bill White, I have
been looking for a church home for a while.  I like this church since it’s
small and reminds me of the Southern Baptist Church I grew up in.  Before I
join though, I have a question? What is your policy on giving money to the
Church?" 


"Everyone just calls me,
Brother Billy," I replied, “so you don't need to be formal.  Now, I hope
you will join our church since it’s small and friendly. I don't know that we
really have a policy on giving to the church, but we’ll take all you are
willing to give.” 


He seemed to get a strange look on
his face, so I said, “No, seriously, we believe in tithing, but some people
just can't afford to tithe, so we accept whatever they feel they can
give."


"Well, I’m afraid that tithing
is out since that wouldn't work," he said.


"That is all right," I
responded, in somewhat of a cool voice.  This man wasn't even a member yet, and
he was trying to get out of giving money to the church.


Jim smiled like someone would at a
child.  "No, I am afraid you have gotten it all wrong.  I am a self-made
very rich man.  I came from a very poor family but managed to attend college on
a grant.  Then I got into computers and high tech and made a fortune."


My Deacons nodded their heads
wondering where this was leading.  I just wanted to get rid of him, so we could
talk about our financial problems.  Frankly, I had been thinking of looking for
another church to pastor and letting this one go under.


"Since I make so much money, I
can't tithe to a church.  The sum of money would be too large for any church to
absorb or even know what to do with.  So I give a small amount to the church,
and then apply the rest of the tithe into projects that help people.  So you
can see that I do believe in tithing."


"Well, whatever you wish to
give is fine," I said, still bored.


"This is what I propose,"
he said.  I will give 150% of what the others gave last month.  Using that as a
base, I will increase my giving by 50% a month and see how that works. Now I
want to do that on one condition.  This money is to be given anonymously, and
nobody but us is to know where it comes from since I want to be considered a
normal church member."


Suddenly it occurred to me what the
man was saying.  "Are you proposing that you give us a considerable amount
of money each month with the only stipulation that we don't tell who is giving
it?"


He nodded his head.  


Joe Black, Church Treasurer, jumped
in, "We could sure use the money."  Everyone agreed.


So Jim Barnes wrote us out a large
check and gave it to my treasurer.  Then he left.


"Is this guy for real?" I
asked.  "Maybe he’s a loony that goes around giving away money he doesn't
have?"


"That is possible," Joe
replied.  "However, I will take the check to the Bank tomorrow morning as
soon as it opens and find out if the check is good."


The next morning Joe came rushing
into the church office all excited, "The check was fine, and the Bank says
that they will honor any check given by him."


I shook my head in wonderment.  God
had answered our prayers and saved this church. I was already thinking about
giving up the insurance job.


As I stood at the pulpit, I
couldn't help but reflect on what had happened in the past year.  Instead of
having a money problem, now we had none at all.  I had gotten my full salary back,
which had doubled a couple of times.  The church building had been remodeled. 
A new auditorium had been added, and other building projects were underway.


The church pews were almost full
now since people had picked up on our new enthusiasm and had come back.  New
people were joining every Sunday.  We had been able to hire a youth director,
so had lots of kids and young people coming to church.  We also could afford
activities to keep them entertained.


A senior director had been hired to
help with the older people.  They had all sorts of activities that they
enjoyed.  Mr. Barnes had been true to his word.  Oh, he didn't attend real
regularly, but he always sent us his check.  So we didn't mind at all.


God had been good to us this past
year and had really blessed us.  He had been good to me too.  My wife and I had
bought a new home and a couple of new cars.  We felt that our church was now
financially stable, so we could afford the finer things of life.


The real problem was trying to
figure out what to do with all the money.  We had a financial committee that
met monthly, whose job it was to come up with ways of spending the money.  


We had kept Mr. Barnes' secret and
had not told anyone about it.  Of course, we went over the Budget on Wednesday
Night Business Meetings, but people soon got used to seeing a large amount
under "Anonymous Donors."  It really didn't bother people any since
they figured the Lord was helping.  


I didn't have to preach any more
sermons on tithing, which made me happy, and my congregation even happier. 
Perhaps I should have worried some since all of our good fortune came from just
one man, but I had been taught not to look a gift horse in the mouth.


The house of cards came crashing
down one Sunday morning.  I had noticed that Mr. Barnes had a male friend with
him but didn't think much of it.  When I asked, from the pulpit, if there were
any visitors, there were quite a few in the audience.  If the visitors came
with a church member, it was customary for the member to introduce them. Mr.
Barnes and his friend had stood up in order to be recognized.  


"This is my life and business
partner, Tom Williams," Jim Barnes said.  "He has moved here to be
with me again.  For the past two years, he has been setting up field offices in
different states."


Everyone smiled and nodded welcome.
"If you were wondering if life partner meant that we are gay, you are
right.  We also plan to ask the pastor to perform a wedding for us since we
have never been married in a church."


Suddenly the room got very quiet. 
So I said, "Welcome, Tom" and then recognized the rest of the
visitors. Talk about poor timing.  I had prepared a sermon, criticizing gays
and their lifestyle.  I had lots of Biblical scriptures to back up my sermon. 
However, I was suddenly nervous about preaching on that subject since I didn't
want to offend our most generous donor.


So I preached on God's love that
put everyone promptly to sleep.  When the invitation came, Tom Williams came
forward accompanied by Jim Barnes.  They sat down in the front pew while Tom
told me he wished to become a new member based on faith.


There were also a couple of other
people that came forward to become members too.  I had them stand up in the
front of the pulpit, so I could introduced them. Then I asked the congregation
if there were any objections to their becoming members?  I was just starting to
say, "Of course, there is none," when a man stood up.


My heart sunk when I saw him.  It
was Glenn Clark who was a very conservative fundamentalist.  "The only way
that we should accept him into this church is if Tom Williams admits his sin of
homosexuality and agrees to stop doing it."


Other people nodded their heads
since he wasn't the only one that had been thinking the same thing.


"Would you be willing to do
that?" I asked.


Mr. Williams looked around the room
and smiled.  "Jim and I have lived as a gay couple for more than 10
years.  We are more faithful and happier than some heterosexual couples.  So
no, we are not willing to consider that we are
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