
Sermon preached at the Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia 
on Sunday October 28th by the Reverend Alan Neale 

“Making a Difference – God!” 
 
 
The sermon today is the f irst of three sermons on ÒMaking a 
Dif ferenceÓÉ the f irst of three sermons concerned with the 
stewardship, the use, the giving of our money (now, letÕs sigh and 
move on!). Most of us know that to be a good steward of God, for 
God, involves the faithful giving (in fact, the giving back) to God 
(not to church, but to God) of our t ime, our talent and treasure but, 
in the coming three weeks we will be thinking and talking and 
praying aboutÉ money! 
 
As a parish priest of thirty years, I no longer consider this to be an 
awful, unpleasant task but rather an awesome, spiritual 
endeavourÉ for just three weeks of f if ty two we ref lect together on 
how we see God; we ref lect on whether we use our possessions or 
whether our possessions use and control and define us. 
 
ÒMaking a Dif ferenceÓ Ð I hope that most of you have received this 
postcard. 
 
ÒMaking a Dif ferenceÓ Ð perhaps some of you saw this recent 
headline in the Philadelphia InquirerÉ ÒWe can make a major 
dif ferenceÓÉ yes , we can. 
 
So today, ÒGod can make a dif ferenceÓ and then ÒWe will make a 
dif ferenceÓ and f inally ÒI must make a dif ferenceÓ. 
 
ÒGod can make a dif ferenceÓ. 
 
Listen again to the wonderful words of our collect, our prayer for 
today, ÒAlmighty and everlast ing God, increase in use the gif ts of 
faith, hope and charity and that we may obtain what you promise 
what us to love what you command, through Jesus Christ our Lord 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy SpiritÉÓ 
 
ÒIncrease in us the gif ts of faith, hope and charityÓÉ our spirituality, 
our discipleship, is never completedÉ it  is always a journey, we 
never graduate, remember the words of St. Paul Ð ÔI have fought the 
faith, I have f inished the race, I have kept the faithÉ all to do with 
t ime, with journey, with process. When C.S.Lewis was told, ÒYou are 



not much of an advert isement for Christ ianityÓ, he responded, ÒYes, 
but you should have seen me before I was a Christ ian!Ó. Those in 12 
Step Programs often hear, are often reminded, ÒOur program is one 
of progress, not perfect ionÓ. 
 
And allow me one digressionÉ we become tolerant people as we 
allow others space, and t ime, to make progressÉ allowing that we 
all start  from dif ferent places. IsnÕt that how we want others to treat 
us? 
 
God can make a dif ference but generally (though not always), 
generally He makes a dif ference in our lives by stages, by growth 
and this is, to use a theological term, the process of sanctificat ionÉ 
we are being made holy! 
I read recently this wonderful book ÒThe Year of Living BiblicallyÉ 
One ManÕs Humble Quest to Follow the Bible as Literally as 
PossibleÓ. A.J. Jacobs, though raised in a secular family, becomes 
interested as to the relevance of faith in the modern world and 
attempts to obey the Bible as literally as possible Ð wow! 
 
In the f irst month (September 2005) he reads the Biblical command 
to ÒtitheÓÉ to give one tenth of oneÕs possessions regularly to the 
Lord. ÒIÕm going to t itheÓ I announce one morning to Julie [his wife] 
over breakfast. She seems concerned. [Online] I donate about 2 
percent of my income. ThatÕs as much as I can do in one shot. When 
the confirmation emails ping in, I feel goodÉ the pleasure is mixed 
with pain. I have just carved off  2 percent of my salary, and IÕve got 
8 percent left  to goÉÓ. Eight percent left  to goÉ Mr. Jacobs quickly, 
within the first month, realizes that the spiritual journey is one of 
journey not arrival; of progress not perfect ion and this is true of our 
giving as well. My wife, Wendy, and I have a goal that one day we 
will give away at least 10 percent of our incomeÉ we have been 
very close and not so close but now each year we move toward that 
goal. God can make a dif ferenceÉ God, increase in us gif ts of faith, 
hope, and charity. 
 
ÒMake us love what you commandÓÉ todayÕs Gospel from Luke 
(chapter 18) contains the story of two men. One man, the righteous 
Pharisee, stands proudly, no arrogantly, before God and 
pronounces ÒI do not steal, I do not cheat, I fast twice weekly and I 
give a tenth of all my incomeÓ. The other man, a tax collector, 
stands somewhere in the shadows with eyes downcast and beats his 



breast saying, ÒGod, be merciful to me a sinnerÓÉ and Jesus 
commends the tax collector. 
 
Oh yes, the Pharisee did what was commanded but he did not love 
what God commands. His giving was used as a tool, as a bargaining 
chip, a ploy, a gambitÉ he did what was commanded but not out of 
love. 
 
Nine months on in his journey, Mr. Jacobs decides the t ime has 
come for him to Òdonate the f inal chunk of my 10 percentÓ. He 
writes, ÒAs with that f irst t ithing back in September, I feel a mix ture 
of GodÕs pleasure and my own pain. But I think, or hope, I felt  less 
pain than before. It  comes back to the idea of surrendering. I stil l 
havenÕt been able to fully surrender my spirit  or emotions, but I 
have at least surrendered some of my bank account. I have to 
embrace the surrenderÓ. There is loving what God commands, 
embracing what God commands. 
 
God can make a dif ferenceÉ God, make us love what you 
command. 
 
ÒThat we may obtain what you promiseÉÓ as we commit ourselves 
afresh to the journey of giving, as we look to love what God 
commands (and He only commands what is good for our health)É 
then we begin to obtain what God promises. Joel spoke to a people 
who once knew scarcity, who once suffered hopelessness, who once 
experienced bondage and captivityÉ and to them he promised 
abundance, plenty and sat isfact ion; to them he promised such a 
bestowal of the spirit  that Òyour sons and daughters will prophesy, 
your old men will see dreams, your young men see visionsÉ and I 
will pour out my spiritÓ. 
 
Please listen again to Mr. Jacobs. ÒThereÕs a haunting line from the 
f ilm Chariots of Fire. ItÕs spoken by Eric Liddell, the most religious 
runner, who carries a Bible with him during the sprint. He says, 
ÒWhen I run, I feel His pleasureÓ. And as I gave away my money, I 
think I might have felt  GodÕs pleasure. I know: IÕm agnostic. But stil l 
Ð I feel his pleasure. ItÕs a warm ember that starts at the back of my 
neck and spreads through my skull. I feel l ike I am doing something 
I should have been doing all my lifeÓ. 
 
What an imageÉ on November 11th (Pledge Sunday) when you are 
invited to return these pledges to church, I envision the scene from 



Chariots of FireÉ as people move towards the sanctuary with 
pledge in handÉ in slow motion, with music playing and with these 
words in mind, ÒWhen I give, I feel His pleasureÓ. Why not? Of 
courseÉ for giving is at the heart of God for God so lovedÉ that He 
gave. 
 
God can make a dif ferenceÉ causing us to obtain what He has 
promised. 
 
Psalm 65, verse 1 Ð ÒYou are to be praised, O God, in ZionÉ to you 
shall vows be performed in JerusalemÓ. May God be praised and 
may vows (bold and faithful) be made in our hearts, in our minds, in 
our wills and in this place. 
 
AMEN 
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