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How many of you religiously read Pinnacle’s weekly BLOG?  I’m 
tempted to ask you to raise your hands, but I won’t!  But if you 
don’t, I recommend it to you.  A different person posts each 
week.  I wrote this week’s.  We want our posts to have broad 
appeal, well beyond Pinnacle.  But in honor of our stewardship 
campaign, I decided to pass along a little parable I found in a 
book on stewardship for Jewish synagogues, called Offerings of 
the Heart.  

It’s based on an ancient Bible commentary, so it’s a commentary 
on a commentary on a commentary — like so many true things.

There are two seas in the land of Israel  [or what some 
call Palestine].
One is fresh, and fish are in it.
Splashes of green adorn its bands.
Trees spread their branches over it,
And stretch their thirsty roots
To sip of its healing waters.
Along its shores, children play.
The River Jordan makes this sea sparkle.
With water from the hills.
It laughs in the sunshine.
People build their homes near to it,
And birds their nests;
And every kind of life is happier
Because it is there.
The River Jordan also flows south into another sea.
Here there is no splash
Of fish, no fluttering leaf,
No song of birds, no children’s laughter.
Travelers choose another route
Unless on urgent business.
The air hangs heavily above its waters,
And neither person nor beast nor fowl will drink.

What makes this mighty difference in these seas?



Not the River Jordan.
It empties the same good water into both.
Not the soil in which they lie.
Not the country round about.
This is the difference.
The Sea of Galilee receives
But does not keep the Jordan.
For every drop flows out.
The giving and receiving
Go on in equal measure.
The other sea however, is shrewd,
Hoarding its income jealously.
It will not be tempted
Into any generous impulse.
Every drop it gets, it keeps.
It lets nothing flow out.
The Sea of Galilee gives and lives.
The other sea gives nothing.
It is called
The Dead Sea. 1

Our Holy Land pilgrims from last year will remember these two 
seas well, and others of you might too, who’ve been there.  But 
even if you haven’t seen them, you can imagine the difference — 
and what this little parable is trying to teach us.

Which sea do you live on?  Which sea are you?

~~~

Another Jewish thinker comes to my mind when I hear this 
parable.  He’s a 20th century thinker named Emmanuel Levinas.  
Some of you know I how much I love his thinking.  One of his 
ideas is about an important difference between two approaches 
to God, and to life.  



One of those approaches is what he calls need.

The other approach is what he calls desire.

Need, he thought, can be a bit like that Dead Sea.  

Need pulls toward itself, and collects, and keeps.  

Need uses and doesn’t really give away.  

Need overwhelms and is always needing more — getting more 
not by creating more, but by seeking more.

Need presumes there’s not enough.

Desire, as he wanted to say it, sees, hears, and responds.
  
Desire goes toward people, toward life, toward God — not to 
possess, but to participate, to give, to make, to play, to be in 
relationship.  Desire leaves room for surprise and is willing to 
give before it gets.   

This desire isn’t what psychologists might call obsession (even 
though they might use the word desire for that).  That would 
be a need that overwhelms.  This kind of desire is more like an 
overflowing than it is an overwhelming.  

 It is the fuel of abundance. 
 It is the Sea of Galilee.  
 It is love.  

But let’s be honest here.  We can’t live without some need.

Need isn’t entirely negative.  We live in a world where we have to 
get things done, where not everything is Spirit or Art or Surprise 
or Love.  And that’s for sure.



I mean, even the Dead Sea has some activity around it.  
Fish can’t live there, trees can’t grow from it, and no animal 
we know can drink it.  But there are some microbes there 
and minerals in the mud make nice make-up and even some 
medicine.  People float on top of its heavy water, use what they 
can use, and even make a living off of it.  So it can be useful, 
even if it’s not alive.  Even if there is no flourishing there.  

And that’s like us too.  We do have needs.  We benefit from some 
calculation in life.  We benefit from a little engineering now and 
then.  We pay bills on time, and plug leaks when they appear, and 
keep the ship of life afloat.  We take water in to meet our needs.  
But living consumed by need just doesn’t give us all that God 
wants for us.  We don’t flourish if we’re just meeting needs.

The life God wants for us is upstream, at that other sea: at that 
alive, flowing, open, shaded, breezy, sometimes churning place 
— where Jesus teaches, and where miracles occur, and where 
people still find God.  That place of desire.

~~~

And so, Psalm 50.   

The psalmist who wrote that song must have walked the Jordan 
River herself.  That’s what I guess, at least.  Because it’s all there.
  

God speaks and calls forth the abundant earth.  
God desires the world — from the rising of the sun 
to its setting, from the source and perfection of 
beauty.  
God shines. 

That’s how the Psalm begins.  And God’s shine reveals that line 
between need and desire, for God judges with a discerning eye. 



I will not accept a bull from your house,
or goats from your folds. 
For every wild animal of the forest is mine,
the cattle on a thousand hills. 
I know all the birds of the air,
and all that moves in the field is mine.
 “If I were hungry, I would not tell you,
for the world and all that is in it is mine.”
(Psalm 50:9-12)

So we make a serious mistake when we think God needs us — 
when we think that God needs a sacrifice, or God needs our 
attention, or God needs our intelligence, or God needs our 
money, or God even needs the church.  The cattle on a thousand 
hills are God’s after all.  God does not need anything.  Not even 
us.  

But that’s ok.  In fact, that might even be good news.  For though 
God doesn’t need us, . . . God is not aloof or uncaring because 
of that.  Oh, no.  Not at all.  For it seems that though God 
doesn’t need us, God desires us, freely and deeply.  And God’s 
desire is a whole lot more powerful than mere need.  

When we let that idea sink in, that God doesn’t need us but still 
desires us, we can begin to let it change us too.  The Holy Spirit 
can move in us to help us see God as more than just a Power 
we need to help us get what we think we want.  And the Spirit 
can help us shift the balance in our own lives between choices 
we make from need and choices we make from God-filled desire, 
from what is a Dead Sea of getting and keeping and what is a 
flowing Sea of giving and creating.  

We can make more choices from free desire to be part of God’s 
goodness, with less fear that our needs won’t be met.  And we’ll 
live more from gratitude for that freedom and need to get.  And 
that’s right there in that psalm, too, as the psalmist tells us that 
when we can pay our vows to God by offering God a “sacrifice of 



thanksgiving” (vs. 14).  We can give from gratitude.

And we hear God say back: 
“Call on me in the day of trouble;
I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.” (vs. 15)

Call with thanksgiving, not need.  

Call with faith, and not fear, and you will receive a goodness far 
deeper than what you think you want.    

I think that’s what God means by glory.

~~~

God desires the offerings of our hearts, from gratitude, and 
prayer, and willing spirits.  

God desires all we imagine, all we work for, all we give, all 
we have, all we are.  And God gives our lives back to us in a 
refreshed sort of way when we desire God like that thriving sea 
where water flows.

~~~

But this is supposed to be a stewardship sermon, right?  

And truth be told, there’s a great big “need” sitting in front of me 
today, written right on the top of this paper on the pulpit, that 
I’m supposed to talk about.  I’m supposed to state the need and 
ask you for money today.  And I will if you’ll let me.

But I want to talk out of desire, and not just need.  

I want to ask for your hearts.  



I want to ask for your sacrifices to God to be sacrifices of love.  

I want to ask you to dive into the refreshing Sea rather than float 
on top of the needy one.  

I have a desire that our giving, and our church, might be like that 
Sea of Galilee — in all its beautiful abundance.

~~~

So let me tell you of our need.

Let me tell you that like any institution, we need to keep the 
lights on and the air conditioning working.  We have 20 acres 
and five buildings to maintain, as they age.  We have staff, 
whose families depend on you for their salaries and healthcare 
and more.  We have programs and ministries to support, and 
missions to hold up and grow, and a world around us to share 
Christ’s reconciling and justice-seeking love with.  And we have a 
very high bar to make, with all of that costing us more than two-
million dollars each year here at Pinnacle.  

In your generous good will, and in your genuine commitment 
to our mission, you’ll stand up and you’ll meet those needs.  
You’ll help us pay our bills, and build our church, and keep the 
institution going.  And we’ll be useful — to you and to the world.  
And we’ll be glad for that.  I believe that.  For I’ve seen you do 
that before.

We can survive for a long while on that kind of appeal.  But God 
desires even more than that for us, and God wants us to desire 
more too.

God desires for us a church that doesn’t need our money, but 
that receives our money — freely given — and multiplies its 
value with forgiveness, and grace, and passion, and enthusiasm, 
and trust, and openness to change, and confidence in the Holy 



Spirit, and true potential, and fearless risk, and rising up, and 
calming down, and accepting God’s vision for us as a vision far 
better than our own.

If you give from that desire, I’m thinking you’ll actually give 
more.  And more of you will give.  And a sense of satisfaction, 
and peace, and joy will spread.  Imagine that.  

But we might not even notice, really — because we’ll be so busy 
living out our faith.  

So, my wager this year is just this.  If you give out of desire and 
not out of need — out of desire for God and a sense that God 
desires you — you will help bring life.  Your heart, your prayer, 
your time, and your money will move like the waters of baptism 
in the River Jordan, in the flow of God’s desire for us all, where:  

 “Along its shores, children play.” Where the sea 
“sparkles,” and “laughs in the sunshine,” where “people 
build their homes,” and “birds their nests,” and “life is 
happier because it is there.”

~~~

So,

. . . give to participate, and 

. . . give because God desires you, and will never forsake you, and 
gives you life in ways no money can buy, and

. . . give because even if God doesn’t need us, God is still 
choosing to do something through us, and through you, like a 
living stream.

Amen.  



¹  Rabbi Shawn Israel Zenit, Offerings of the Heart: Money and 
Values in Faith Communities (Herndon: Alban, 2005), pg. 113-
114.






