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I am excited about our first Stewardship season together.  I only wish we had more time together so that you could build a bit more trust in me than our time together has allowed. You are going to need that trust, because I am going to ask you to stretch yourselves, to go a little bit farther than that which makes you comfortable, to maybe take some risks that you otherwise might not take. Before I do that, however, for the sake of that trust, I want to say a few things to you about our life together. First, I am not here to build a name for myself at your expense. Second, I promise never to be untrustworthy with the financial resources of the parish. Third, I will not ask you to do anything that I am not willing to do myself.  Fourth, I am very clear with your stewardship committee and vestry that this is not my stewardship campaign, not based on my vision, not reaching my hopes and dreams for Christ Church, but it is based on yours.  My job as your rector is to help you be the very best that you can be—assembled together as a family under God.  My job is supporting the stalwart, stirring up those who need new energy, and steering those who are seeking a way.  And so as leader among you I am called on to tell you what I think is our best path from time to time, and today is one of those times.  


When your search committee began conversations with me about a year ago now, they shared with me the parish profile that was so well constructed by members of Christ Church.  It gave a snap shot of your life together, and it laid out several areas in your life in which you are seeking improvement.  I commented, even then, that everything listed seemed very appropriate, exciting to accomplish, and even necessary for the life of Christ Church. I also commented that, considering projected programs as compared to available resources, you were describing a pretty large fire, considering the amount of fuel presently available.  In other words, the costs of what we need to embark on at Christ Church outweigh the amount we are presently investing through our pledged support of the church.  That’s not a bad thing, we should always be pushing ourselves to do more.  
The truth is, our congregation includes members with great affluence as well as members with very limited means, with many of us scattered out in between. That’s why historic scripture asks for a percentage of support, so that the burden of the community is shared equally by all. I am sure that some members are doing all they can do, but on the whole, as a faith community, looking at the whole financial spectrum, we are not reaching our potential in terms of giving.  


So here are a few challenges that I would like to share.  Faithful Stewardship must not be confused with charitable giving. Faithful Stewardship is more like supporting your family. Where does Christ Church fall in our personal priorities of giving?  If it is behind a couple of medical charities and a college, and some helping organizations, then perhaps it is time to refocus. Charitable giving is important and honorable, but I should hope that our responsibility to Christ Church is in the part of your family budget that includes energy costs, food and clothing, rather than being filed between giving to your college and to some cultural or social outreach.   


Completely apart from what Christ Church needs financially is the question, “Does belonging here have a notable cost to you?”  Do you stretch yourself and your budget to do the most you can financially for the programs and ministry you expect from Christ Church?  And in the end why should you?  Aren’t there others who can do that?  Isn’t the church endowed?  Can’t we just turn out a few more lights?  

  
There is only one good reason to give—thankful living. The only real reason to give anything to the church is out of thanksgiving for what God has given us, things like health, time, wealth, success. We are among the most blessed of people on the whole planet, but like the man in today’s Gospel, perhaps the issue is that we do not own our things, rather our things have come to own us.  A way to begin to set that right is to give something back.  And, in our culture, the thing that you can give that makes a difference in the life of the church is money.  Of course, we also need gifts of time and talent, that is a part of what God asks of us, but giving money as well makes the whole thing work.  


So, what would be our priorities in using this money, should you decide to thankfully give it? Here’s what our profile said were your goals…

· To become a more open, diverse, active and nurturing community that listens to all opinions and groups, engages counteracting currents, and finds common ground in God’s love.

· To Grow in prayer. Sermons, music, education and mission

· To retain and grow this congregation, deepening diversity, breaking new ground in outreach to members of all ages, while increasing a sense of community and belonging. 

· To Strengthen stewardship, finances and administration, creating a culture of financial support and commitment. Work with the vestry to inspire leadership.

Aside from these there are 

· issues of hospitality, welcome, inviting new people to be a part of what we are doing here, 

· We need to develop and equip a staff that has both the ability to provide what you need and the tools at hand to accomplish their tasks.  

· We need to update our printed material, our electronic media and our physical facility in such a way that we are truly reaching out to the community around us, inviting them to come and see what God is doing in our lives and to become a part of that life we share together. 

· We need to restore the norm of two full-time clergy at Christ Church, and we really need to add that second priest to our staff as soon as we can. That is the challenge, but here is the faith.


I believe that if each household  at Christ Church makes a prayerful effort at doing what it can do out of thanksgiving for what God is doing in our lives, there will be more than enough to go around.  We have an opportunity to build a church for the future here that is not dependent on gifts from the past.  We have an opportunity to reach a place where we are giving sufficiently from our means to care for the needs of the church.  We are a long way from that now.   But we have an opportunity.  And we have some work to do. 


So, what I want to ask you in this first year together is just to trust God and to take a risk.  Do something beyond what you have done before. Increase your giving to a level that you can actually feel in your lives.  You remember that place in the gospel where Jesus says “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also?”  He didn’t say that as a wish or a blessing. He said it as something he knew to already be true.  As you increase your investment in this place, as you enable us as a family to care for the mundane things that keep us open and to make a difference through ministry in our community, you will also find yourself more connected, more interested, more informed and more determined that God’s work succeeds in this place. What we give to the church is sacramental, it is an outward and visible sign of turning our lives over to God, just as we turn bread and wine over to God each week at this altar knowing that God will give something more than bread and wine in return.  


I believe that God keeps the bargain.  I believe that bread and wine comes back to us, bearing in it the real presence of Jesus Christ that is passed around and shared by this community. Touched by the Holy Spirit, it becomes the food of souls, bringing forgiveness, healing, inclusion and hope. And just as that bread and wine are changed, so our financial gifts presented to God become something more.  Touched by that same Holy Spirit, our gifts become the work of the church, the mission of God’s people here at Christ Church and around the world.   Once we put our gifts in God’s hands, they are multiplied and turned into more than we could ever imagine. And when we are truly generous in this giving, when we stretch ourselves to give more than we think we can, then the miracle of what we give is more than matched by what God can accomplish in our lives and in the world.  I promise that if you risk enough to give thankfully and sacrificially, God will more than surprise you with the results.  And you can live your life knowing that you are doing your part for the kingdom of God.  


Confronted with the rich young man who could not let go of his things, Jesus says, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the reign of God.”  The disciples, freshly called, look around at each other, and ask, “Who then has any chance at salvation?”  Jesus looks at this new band of followers, and as he put hi foot in the road to begin an epic journey that will take them through learning, healing, teaching and finally sacrifice, Jesus looks over his shoulder, waves them into the road and says,  “With human beings it is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”


Today, I am asking you to join me, your stewardship committee and vestry, as we learn more about the road of discipleship and the joy of giving.  Today I am asking you to step out in faith for what God can do, to turn up the volume of your financial support at Christ Church.  Today, I am asking you to invest in the tomorrow God hopes for us. Jesus still stands among us, still waving us into the road, and as we step into his tracks to begin this journey, we can clearly hear him say, “With God all things are possible.”

AMEN.  

