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Scripture:  Deuteronomy 4: 1-10





Text:  Exodus 20: 15;  “Thou shalt not steal.”





Now and then a voice is raised to say that money is “unimportant;” that the major thing is the life of the spirit or the life of the mind.  Or we hear an excited voice declaiming that the profit motive must be displaced by the motive of “service.”





Actually a lot of that kind of talk is nonsense.  Money is vastly important, especially when one has none.  Profits are entirely necessary -- most evidently and painfully necessary when none have been made!  Human activity in the economic area has to be a blend of profits and service, of money and general human welfare.





Any “superiority” to the temptations connected with property is chiefly possible only to those who are well endowed by inheritance and are hence able to do much as they please.  And a haughty contempt for “things” is not at all impressive when it is connected with a secure income derived from tax-exempt securities and administered by a trust company!





There is a sense in which men and women must live above material considerations as Saint Francis did partly in the 13th century, and Gandhi did partly in our own century - even as our Lord did in deed and example during his mortal life of 1900 centuries ago.





But the proposition that the higher life is quite independent of possessions is simply not true.  Sometimes the ownership of great possessions is a real barrier to the promotion of good spiritual living.  Jesus pointed this out sharply in his talk with a certain rich young ruler.  But more often in human experience, it is a lack of possessions that is the greater barrier.





A chief reason why money is so important is that the lack of it leads not only to personal hardship, but to terrible rivalry and lasting bitterness.  It may seem logically possible to some lofty- minded person that one should be able to live above his environment in the crowded Black ghetto of one of our larger cities.  But it is a terrifically hard thing to do!





G. A. Studdert-Kennedy said that the real meaning of money was borne in on him when he saw a girl dying of tuberculosis while she lived, as he observed, “in one of those abominable pigsties which do for houses for a considerable portion of our population.”  The girl could get well -- but not there.  The only condition of her survival was enough money to get her out of there to a decent place where she could have fresh air, good food, comfortable care.  Studdert-Kennedy went out and got the money.  He says he then knew what money is.  “It is the power to demand a human service and be sure you will get it.”





It is because money and property can mean so much in human welfare, in the means of knowledge and in opportunity to appreciate beauty, that we ought to value it very highly.  We ought to value it not as well engraved bank notes; hoarded gold or silver; but as evidence of service performed, of good life accumulated for furthering of more good life - for what it will do in our lives and in the lives of others for whom we care.





Studdert-Kennedy says:  “If any man says to me he does not love money, I immediately begin to wonder whether he is a madman, a millionaire, or a tramp, those being the only types of people I can imagine saying it with anything like sincerity.”  (I should suppose he might have narrowed down the field somewhat more than that!)





It is only when we have considered and understood the human significance of money that we see why stealing is wrong and why a decent society is possible only when its “wrongness” is recognized.  It is wrong to steal a person’s property, or to withhold from him that which he has earned, because in so doing the thief may be depriving that person of his opportunity to provide food, education, privacy, clothing, etc.; --the means of good health for his family.  A society in which a man might labor for the sake of his loved ones and then have his competence taken from him by those strong enough or clever enough to get it, is a wretched society.
