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      If there ever was one group that a minister learns to be on her or his tiptoes for, the group 

that comes first in line…is children.  And the younger they are, the more on your tiptoes one has 

to be!  Oh, they look innocent enough.  But if you’re not careful, they’ll sneak up on you some 

Sunday morning just when you’re not looking and ask you a question that, on one level, is easy 

to answer, but on another level can keep you numb for years. 

      And it was just such a situation that I encountered a good number of years ago now in the 

United Church of Christ parish I was serving in Nashville,  
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Tennessee.  Suffice it to say that it was just about time for worship to begin.  I was standing at 

the doors of the sanctuary waiting for my cue from the organist when suddenly I felt a tug on my 

robe.  I looked down and there behind me were three children, two boys and a girl, all of whom 

looked to be in about the first grade and all of whom were carrying a box of coins for the special 

offering we were going to celebrate that day.  I leaned over, not suspecting what was about to 

transpire, and the little boy in the middle held out his right hand in the middle of which was a 

single nickel.  And he said, 
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“Preacher, I found this nickel in the hall outside our Sunday School room.  Jeannie here says that 

since I found it here in the church, it belongs to God.  But Bobby says that since I found it, it 

belongs to me.”  And then he threw that question at me, that I continue to ponder to this day.  For 

he said, “Whose it belong to, to God or to me?” 

      God works in strange and mysterious ways.  And knowing that I was in bad trouble, God 

caused the organist to begin playing the first hymn at precisely that moment.  And rescued I said 

to the three children, “I have to go to worship now,  
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but I’ll answer your question at the end of the service.” 

Well, I don’t remember exactly what it was that I did tell those children after that worship 

service, but the thing I do remember is the question that those children posed, standing there with 

that solitary nickel: Who does it belong to – to God or me?  And for a long time I have pondered 

the wider application of that question for all of us who claim to be the followers of the God 

revealed in Jesus Christ.  But it wasn’t until several years ago that I came up with a suitable 

answer that speaks to us in a language that all of  
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us can understand.  And the source of this answer was not the Bible, although it is an answer 

thoroughly rooted in the kerygma of the Biblical faith.  And it was not a source that had been 

highly publicized or even highly published.  Rather, the source for this answer was a little 

paperback book printed in  Rogue River, Oregon entitled, Lord, I Said, with the sub-title Slightly 

Irreverent Conversations Reported by Hank Hartmann.  And in the world of books, it is a very 

unpreten- tious little volume.  For it consists merely of a series of cartons expressing things that 

all of us say to God and the kind of  
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unexpected answers that God gives back.  Let me share two or three to give you the flavor.  

“Lord, I said, remember, I learn very slowly.”  “If at all, God said.”……… Lord, I said, at least 

I’m learning to live with myself.”  “And that, he said, must take some doing.”  But the cartoon 

which really caught my attention and provided an answer for my long-standing question shows a 

boy and a girl hold hands and the boy says, “Lord, I said, thanks for giving me such a friend!”  

And the Lord answers back, “She’s just on loan, he said.” 

 “She’s just on loan, he said.”  Who does that nickel – or one’s girlfriend – or 
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anything one might possess – who does that belong to?  Well, there are many answers to that 

question.  But theone that makes the most sense to me is that our Christian faith helps us to 

understand that all the nickels – all the people – all the creatures – all the things of God’s 

creation never can belong to us – rather they’re “just on loan.” 

 All the nickels – all the people – all the creatures – all the things of God’s creation never 

can belong to us – rather, they’re just on loan.  And as simple an observation as that might be, it 

carries with it some pretty profound implications. 
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I can remember quite vividly my stay at age 26 at the Massachusetts Eye and Ear Hospital.  I was 

preparing to have eye surgery and in the bed next to me was a man, 54 years old – a very 



successful businessman – but a man who had just had surgery for the fourth time to repair the 

detached and deteriorating retinas in his eyes.  When he discovered I was a minister, he began to 

talk.  I expected him to be morose – for a successful outcome to his surgery was slim at best.  

But I was surprised by what I heard.  For he said to me, “You know, at first I blamed God for 

doing this to me.   But then all of a sudden 
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I realized I was looking at it the wrong way.  I had thought I deserved my sight – but then I 

began to realize I deserved nothing that my eyesight was a gift – kind of like a loan from God.  I 

don’t know why I’m losing it now – I’m hoping for a miracle.  But what I do know is that for 51 

years I was lucky enough to be able to see…my son and my daughter grow up – my first grand-

daughter when she was only 10 minutes old – the birthday card she sent me when she was three 

– the roses that I raised in the back yard – a sunrise at the Grand Canyon – and the sun setting 

over a Vermont landscape 
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 silent with snow…I’m not unfortunate – I’m lucky you know.  God gives nothing forever.” 

 It seems to me that what was true for this man is just as true for us as well.  For our lives 

– and all the people – and all the creatures – and all the material and monetary things with which 

it is filled – are simply just on loan.  Think about your own lives.  Think about that person or 

those persons who are closest to you – think about your children – think about your parents – 

think about your vocation – think about the home in which you live – think about that cardinal in 

your 
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kitchen bird feeder – think about the opportunities to help others – think about others who have 

the opportunity to help you.  They are not there forever.  They are not there because you deserve 

them.   They are there, just on loan, a gift from God. 

 But, you know, as much as we might hear that, I have a feeling that most all of us want to 

rebel a little bit and say, “Now hang on a minute preacher; that’s mine!  I worked for it.  I earned 

it!  It belongs to me!”  But whenever I find myself saying that I am reminded of the story told by 

the late Millard Fuller, the founder of 
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Habitat for Humanity, one day down in the deep south where he was speaking before a church 

group.  And one of the people he was speaking to asked him if being a Christian might mean 

losing his job.  And Millard replied to him by saying: “Friend, let me tell you some- thing.  Some 

day there’s going to be a little bug in the air and it’s going to come down and light right on your 

nose.  And then it’s going to go up your left nostril and down your throat and into your gizzard.  



And your gizzard’s going to bloat up and the infection’s going to go to your heart.  And pretty 

soon your heart is  
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going to stop.  And friend, you goin’ to die.  And they goin’ to take you and put you in a wooden 

box and lower you into the ground and cover you with dirt.  And friend, from that position, there 

ain’t no way they going to let you keep your job.” 

No matter how much we think we have earned whatever it is that we have – be that a job 

– or a bank account – or a home – or a family; no matter how much we think that it is ours, the 

day will come when we will recognize that it’s just on loan.  And it is this very simple, rudi- 

mentary point that Jesus spent a good part of his ministry trying to teach and 

-14- 

which is the central point in our gospel reading this morning from Matthew. 

You remember the story.  A man was going abroad and the text tells us that he “called his 

servants and put his capital in their hands; to one he gave five bags of gold, to another two, to 

another one, each according to his capacity.”  And the story then goes on to document how these 

gifts were used or not used.  But what we often fail to recognize is that the gold that was given to 

each of the servants did not at any point in the story belong to them.  Rather, from beginning to 

end it  remain- ed in the ownership of the master who 
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gave it to his servants just on loan.  And such is the case for us, as well.  As much as we might 

recognize the property rights and laws of ownership in this world, we also declare as Christian 

people, that none of it really belongs to us.  We did not bring it with us into the world.  We 

cannot take it with us when we leave.  It has been given to us just on loan to be used for the glory 

of God that God’s kingdom might come to fruition. 

 And it seems to me that in response to these loans – loans in which all of us share and 

which have as much variety as there are people in this sanctuary – in response 
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to these loans I think it is appropriate for us to respond in two complimentary ways. 

 And perhaps the most primary response is to look with new awe at the giver of these 

many gifts – the God revealed in Christ Jesus.  For it seems to me that in considering and taking 

stock of the many people and places and occasions and talents that God has loaned to us, we can 

begin to appreciate the infinite crea- tivity and the depth of love with which God relates to us all.  

After all, who but god could create that squeal of laughter when we tickle the bellybutton of a 2-

½ year old child or grandchild?  Who but 
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God could carve the vistas of rock and wave and wind that beckon from the Maine coast?  Who 

but God could create a cat who used to live at our house who had the audacity to awaken my 

wife and me at 5:00 in the morning by drooling in our ears?  Who but God would have the 

imagination to create a Frederick Handel, a Michaelangelo, a Frank Lloyd Wright, a Martin 

Luther King, a Desmond Tutu, a Mary, a Catherine of Genoa, a Mother Theresa, a Maya Angelo, 

a Dorothy Day?  Who but God could loan us all the variety and possibilities of creation through 

which we can find our wholeness and our 
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happiness? 

 But after re-experiencing time and again the awe of the one from whom all things are 

loaned, after recognizing and re-experiencing the depth of God’s love for us, it then becomes 

time to express our thanks to God not only with our mouths and lips but by returning to God a 

por- tion of what is really his.  In such acts, as the Apostle Paul tells us “such generosity will 

issue in thanksgiving to God.” 

 And it is for that reason that when we gather together in our churches to adopt a budget – 

which is really, when you think about it, a public statement of what the  

-19- 

members of that church really believe – and then figure what they can afford to – or really – 

what they are willing to give.  But you know, it is usually at this point that we can get ourselves 

into hot water with God.  For I am reminded of a story by historian Halford Luccock who took a 

look at the history of the Christian Church and then made the telling assess- ment when he said, 

“You remember that among the Franks whole armies were sometimes given baptism at one 

stroke, and may warriors went into the water with their right arms held high, so that they did not 

get wet.  Then they could say, 
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“This hand has never been baptized,” and they could swing their battle-axes just as freely as 

ever.  The modern counterpart of that partial baptism,” says Luccock, “is seen in many people 

who have been baptized, all except their pocketbooks.  They hold these high out of the water.”  

(#2616) 

 But in holding our pocketbooks high out of that water, we make the tragic assumption 

that somehow those pocket- books belong to us.   But if I understand Jesus and the Christian 

faith right, it seems to me that what they have taught me is that pocketbook and everything  
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that’s in it doesn’t belong to me.  Rather, it’s just on loan, a gift to me from God.  And it is given 

to me that with it first and foremost I might love and honor God in order that God’s kingdom 



might come right here to earth.  And then with what is always left over, I might take care of my 

own private needs. 

 And that means that instead of asking how much am I willing to give – the real question 

ought to be: how much can I afford to keep?  In a world of hungry people who cry out for food – 

in a world torn by political unrest – in a world crying out for the gospel message of Jesus 
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Christ, how much from all that God has loaned me – do I have a right – to keep – for just me and 

my family? 

  I pose the question.  Preachers of the Gospel must pose this question! But it is all of us 

who must ponder the answer.  But whatever answer it is that you give, I think you will recognize 

it as an oppor- tunity that you might never have again to say “thank you” to the God through 

whose bounty you have been loaned the gifts of health, of family members with whom you share 

your love, the gifts of vocation – and home – and food to eat – and medical care – and a secure 

country 
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in which to live.  For these good gifts which are God’s loan to us, is it not fitting that we return to 

God with the same generosity with which God has loaned so many good things to us. 

 But finally, there is a very personal implication from all of this.  For if God has see fit to 

loan you gifts of time and health and talent and opportunity, then God must think pretty highly of 

you.  And it might therefore be incumbent upon us to hold for ourselves the same high regard 

and expectations that God holds for us. 

 I therefore invite you to take stock this morning not only of your infinite worth as  
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a creation of God, but of all that God has loaned to you to help make your life happy and 

fulfilled.  Let us celebrate those good gifts and through our tithes and offerings to your local 

church in the coming year may God grant each of us the ability to loan to others the good gifts 

that God has loaned to us. 

 Those who have ears, let them hear.        

   Amen. 

 

 


