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     Commitment and Stewardship


A few days ago, I was cleaning out a briefcase I use for all my diocesan meetings.  I had crammed quite a bit of paperwork in there and was trying to lighten up my load, so to speak.  I came across the folder I got at last year's Convention.  I know, I know, a year is a long time…


Anyway, in the folder, I found my notes from the Presiding Bishop's speech to the 2009 Northern California Diocesan Convention.  I was delighted to discover that her words were very relevant to the time of year in which we find ourselves this week - Stewardship and Commitment time.  Next week IS Commitment  Sunday, so we should be thinking THIS week about our own commitments to this community and the wider church. 


Bishop Katherine told us at the start of her talk that she would be addressing us about the mission of the church.  I am sure that I, like most of the people there, expected an update on all the various missions and projects our church undertakes here and abroad.  She did speak to those things, but not at first.


Before she got to the issues of the larger church, she reminded us that "all the Baptized share in the apostolic ministry, that God's mission, Jesus' mission is now and forever, OUR mission, and that all humans are called to ministry."  She further said, "We are called to be Jesus' ministers, to begin where we are now, and move to where God intends us to be.  We are ALL leaders, leaders who can do so much in community; much more than we can do alone."


Well, I thought, that is what Stewardship is about.


When there is a Baptism here, the whole congregation is asked to renew the Baptismal vows taken, in our names, when we were babies or children, or in past years as adults.  As people already baptized, we promise to continue in celebrating the Eucharist and the work of the apostles; to proclaim the Good News; to seek and serve Christ in all persons; and to strive for justice and peace.  Just as Bishop Katherine noted, those words make us ministers and apostles of Jesus in this time and place.


As an aside, it's a good idea to look that covenant over occasionally - you can find it in the Book of Common Prayer on page 304.


We don't say that we will to support OTHER people who were doing this work of a disciple; we promise that WE will do it, ourselves, in this sacred place, and out beyond those doors.  A pretty scary concept, isn't it?  We have promised God that we will, to the best of our abilities, answer God's call to be disciples of Jesus Christ here and in the world.  Commitment Sunday is a time to remember that promise and decide how we, personally, can fulfill that promise with all that we have been given.


You have heard, over the past couple of weeks, how this church maintains itself, how much is needed to do this, and how members of this parish, have in the past, supported it.  Last Sunday, Jeanne told us that we had done a great job this past year, that support for our work, in time and money, had led us to a balanced budget and successful programming.  We can be proud of this, but the work must go on, and it must grow.


 This information is, of course, important, but it is not as important as our own, personal call from God is to us today.  What is God asking of us?  What is God calling us to do in terms of what gifts we will give back to do God's work in this place. 


And that is what stewardship is REALLY all about. God is always giving to us; always has enough for us; God's time for us isn't limited by how much else there is to do in a busy, busy day; the gifts and talents we receive are not limited, either. 


Remember those questions from the Baptismal covenant that asked if we would follow the path that Jesus laid out?  WE are, we ALL are, ministers, ordained through Baptism, called by our God to give back a portion of the greatness we have been given.  We are, in effect, Jesus' disciples in the 21st Century.


So, in the days before our Commitment Sunday next week, we have the opportunity to really think about those blessings we have received - the treasure that God has sent us through the work of our hands, minds and hearts, the gifts and talents we have received through God's grace, and the precious gift of time - time to use that treasure and those talents in a way that will show our gratitude, as well as our commitment to the God that has given us so much.


We are, personally and communally, answering the call of God to stand up, be counted and take action.


This call can be answered in many ways.  Some answer by leaving all behind, as the first apostles did, and going out into a ministry of mission.  Some answer the call, by becoming ordained ministers of the church.  For most of us, the call comes to be the very best lay people we can be.  God asks us to look at our lives, and find a way to use the Gospels as our way and our truth in the world.  We do this in our daily work, our human interactions and our treatment of each other.  We do this by supporting the work of St. Paul's right here in Benicia, California.  We do this by all the many and varied tasks it takes to keep a wonderful faith community moving forward, growing in all the ways church is supposed to grow.


Indeed, that is what we are doing today as we prepare for Commitment Sunday next week.  We will commit our lives, our time, our talent and our treasure to God and the work of this community in living out the words of the Gospels.  The words that tell us that we are ALL called to be disciples of Jesus, that we are ALL called to spread the Good News, to give comfort to the suffering, give solace to those who mourn, to stand in justice for those who are disenfranchised and separated because of who they are or what they have done. We will commit to the love and work which our faith is calling us to do, and that is what Stewardship is about.


Next week, we will have a little ceremony when we take the pledge cards we have filled out, the promises we have made, the offerings we have agreed upon, and place them on the altar.  We do this as a sign to ourselves and in the presence of each other that we are making a commitment, a financial commitment and personal promise, to keep OUR sacred spaces and holy objects - and the people who keep them for us - safe and healthy for the next  year.  In offering this money, or hours of assistance to the various programs here, we are, in our own way, acknowledging God’s gifts, giving thanks for them, and recognizing our importance as individuals to the life of this community, this parish, this church.


But is this offering, this giving of our time, talent and treasure, a part of the daily fabric of our lives?  Or is it something we are just doing automatically and generously because we know that, if we don’t make the sacrifice of giving up some of our wealth and our sweat, for the larger group and the greater good, we won’t have those sacred places and holy objects that mean so much to us?  Do we face the reality that, if we don’t put forth some sacrifice, some sublimation of self, we won’t have the community offerings and activities that keep us together as a people of faith? 


Time, talent, treasures. What do we have to give?  What can we offer to God in thanksgiving and humility?  If we don’t have much money, what then?  Do we have ideas?  do we have time?  do we have talent - on the computer, in the classroom,  in the garden or the kitchen or at the altar?


We can put our own wants and needs and wishes a little bit aside for the greater good.  We can listen to the words Jesus speaks throughout the Gospels - words about gratitude and generosity, about the potential for creating the kingdom of God in a myriad of ways, words that encourage and hold us accountable for our work as ministers of his church. We can offer our pledge cards in faith that our sacrifices will not undermine us as individuals, but will come back a thousand fold through our community.


We, too, can make offerings of gratitude to God, who has given us so much, and in giving thankful offerings, become a part of something that is so much bigger and so much more important than us alone. 


The full flowering of my treasures and my talents will be added to the full flower of your treasures and your talents, to keep the continuation and continuity of our people, our mission here now, and next year, and the year safter that.  We will truly be in the group who maintains the welfare of our community for the next generations.  We will also be among those who return to thank God, thereby being rewarded for our faith in his love for us.


We will, each and every day - not just on Commitment Sunday, live the words that Bishop Katherine urged us to hear: "that all the Baptized share in the apostolic ministry, God's mission, Jesus' mission is now and forever, OUR mission, and that all humans are called to ministry." 


Today, we must evaluate all that we have and what we are willing to give - I pray to God that we will have the grace, the wisdom, the generosity, and the good sense, to know just how much our time, talent and treasure will define, for us and for our Lord, who we are and what we think of the gifts God has given us.  I pray that we all will open our hearts, our minds, and yes, our pocketbooks and checkbooks, for God's work among us.  


But most of all, I pray to God that we will open ourselves to listen to what God is asking us to do, not just in this particular time of the year, but all THROUGH the year. Jesus can't do it alone; Jeanne and our leaders cannot do it alone.  None of us can.  But together, what incredible work we can do! And THAT is what Stewardship is all about.

