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All Saints, Waterloo – Sermon – June 14th 2009 – 11:00 a.m.

Lord, may you open our hearts and minds, this morning, to hear your words. In the name of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.

As I travel across this country visiting various dioceses I have discovered that there are three words that cause peoples eyes to glaze over and create expressions of outright fear in their eyes. These words are, evangelism, stewardship and perhaps the most hated word of all – change! It is my intention, this morning to address all three of them. However, I wish to do so in the context of today’s Gospel message. In this message, the parable of the mustard seed, Jesus is really talking about the Kingdom of God. The kingdom is the key. Jesus does not say, for instance, that we ourselves are like the mustard seed but rather that it is the kingdom working within us that is the source of all that we can become. 

I am often challenged in various dioceses to assist them in finding ways to respond to what seems to be their main objectives that arise in our conversations. The two most quoted responses when asked about their objectives are:

1. We want to bring new people into our church, especially young families with children and teenagers, and

2. We want to have more financial resources to ensure our future.

However, when I dig a little deeper into how they could respond to these challenges it becomes very apparent that what they really are saying is:

1. We want to bring new people into our church who are exactly like us and are willing to accept everything that we do in the way that we do it today, and

2. We want these new people to provide the additional financial resources to ensure our future.

It is when I ask the question as to what they are willing to change in the way that they currently do things that their eyes begin to glaze over as if I have just asked the most stupid question that they ever heard. In the same way they only see new people as the only way to possibly increase the level of income in the congregation.

If we are not willing to step out in faith and make changes to the ways that we operate then, in many cases, there is little likelihood of attracting significant new members to our congregations. In the 4 years that my wife Liz and I have been participating members of All Saints I have been delighted that we are part of a congregation that is willing to embrace change. We embraced change when we installed the digital sign. We embraced change when we installed the screen and use it to project all parts of the service, at least at the later service. We embraced change when we started Fresh Expressions on a Saturday evening. We embraced change when we accepted Kidmo as our Sunday School program.  I hope that we will continue to embrace change when God presents opportunities to us to do so.

These changes that I have just mentioned are, in my opinion, really part of our evangelism journey. Let me remind you of the words towards the end of Matthew’s Gospel, in what we call the Great Commission – “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations”. Whenever I am faced with some challenging situations and wondering what advice I may provide to diocesan leaders I go back to these last few verses in Matthew’s Gospel and ask myself – “How is my suggestion or advice going to assist these people to respond to the Great Commission. I always have to remind myself that this is not an invitation that is being presented to us, – something to do if I happen to be in the mood to do so, or something to do if there is no better offer on the table, but rather this is not an invitation – it is a command – “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations”. Let us remember the mustard seed that we are told grows to such an extent that it becomes the greatest of all shrubs and puts forth large branches. I suggest that the changes that we embrace here at All Saints are all part of the planting of the seeds that can only benefit us as we seek to live out our call to evangelism.

Where then does stewardship fit into the parable of the Mustard Seed? I suggest that it fits in very well. In order for us to understand what stewardship really means it can often take many years and many different messages before we truly understand the meaning – however, it usually starts with somebody planting a seed within us. A Bishop recently told me that in her opinion if you want to get somebody to understand something you have to communicate the same message 43 times before it is understood.

A colleague of mine often refers to stewardship with the expression – Taking Care. First of all, taking care of our personal relationship with God. Taking care of our relationships within our family. Taking care of our relationships with our friends and neighbours. Taking care of our environment. Taking care of all that we come into contact with. Taking care of the financial and other resources that God has entrusted to us. 

It has taken me many years to really understand this holistic, spiritual understanding of stewardship and Liz has provided many of these learning experiences for me. Let me just share with you a couple of examples of what I mean. We have all been approached by a person in the street asking for some financial support for a coffee or meal etc. I remember several years ago when Liz and I were in Toronto we had just come out of a coffee shop where a young man was waiting to seek assistance. I knew immediately that there would be an exchange of funds from my pocket into his cup but as often happens Liz wanted to talk to this man and get to know where he was from and why he was asking for help. He told her that he had recently arrived from Newfoundland and had nowhere to live and no job that he had come to. As the money changed hands and we began to walk away I knew what I was going to hear from Liz  – “We should ask him to come home with us and help him find a job”. Did we do that? No – but we all know that Liz really had the right response – God had provided us with the resources to help this person until he could help himself. 

When we moved from Oakville to Brockville some 20 years ago our youngest son was still living with us. We set up our basement as a TV room with a few chairs scattered around the room. Early on we decided (actually our son and I decided) that it would be good to purchase a nice sectional unit for the room that we could all relax on whilst watching the Toronto Maple Leafs treat us to another losing season. And so a unit was purchased with two long sections where our son and I could lay down and joined in the middle with a place for Liz to sit on. Not too long afterwards our son and I were driving down the street on the way home from somewhere when we noticed a truck in the driveway and the sectional units were loaded on this truck. There was a couple with two young children in conversation with Liz as we drew up.  Liz introduced us to this couple and I said nothing as they drove away with the unit in the truck. At that stage Liz simply turned to me and said – “before you say anything let me just say that their need was greater than ours”.

And, of course, when she told me their story she was right – did we really miss the unit? – I don’t really think so. I have to say though that I have been a little nervous since that happened. Each night I actually touch the bed to make sure it is still there as I have the uneasy feeling that one night I will discover that it has gone!

Let me share another story with you. I remember when Tim and Jane joined this congregation I received a telephone call from Tim asking how much I thought they should contribute to the church on a weekly basis. We talked about this for a while and I gave him some advice. This is a question that I often get asked by people across the country and yet I find it is one that few of our church leaders are willing to respond to. Now, I understand why the question is asked in this way but I have come to realise that in fact it is the wrong question. You may remember that in September 2008 our Parish Council members all signed a Parish Stewardship Statement. In that Statement you will find the following words “We accept the statement that stewardship is the simple concept that God owns everything and he has entrusted certain resources and capacities to us. He has not given us these things to own, but rather he has entrusted them to us.”

 And so, in the light of that statement the real question is not:

· How much should we contribute to the church on a weekly basis, but rather

· In the knowledge that God owns everything, how much of what he has entrusted to us in terms or our time, skills and money do we feel he is calling us to return to him at this time, through the church 

The Anglican Church of Canada has for many years promoted the concept of tithing, that is 10% of gross income as the basis for the return of some of our entrusted abundance to charitable entities, including the church.

In the light of these comments how are Liz and I responding to what God has entrusted to us?  Do we support various charitable entities with at least 10% of our gross income – yes we do and the level of our support for each agency changes each year as we assess the particular needs of the beneficiary. Do we return at least 10% of our gross income to All Saints Church? No we do not.

Do we return at least 10% of our gross income to a variety of church related entities? No we do not, although we do support Anglican Appeal, The Anglican Foundation, The Anglican Journal and PWRDF. We also made a three-year pledge relating to the costs of the digital sign here at All Saints.  Three years ago along with 5 colleagues I entered into an arrangement whereby we took out a life policy on one of the members of our group and collectively we are paying the premiums on this policy over a 5 year-period. At some time in the future, although we all hope that it will not be too soon, General Synod and The Anglican Foundation will both receive $125,000 to support their ministry activities. We also support many other agencies with annual donations. In addition, Liz and I do make a considerable donation each year to an organization to support a young woman in Belarus. This young woman is an orphan and we have been supporting her for about 10 years now since she had to leave the orphanage where she was able to live until she was 16. She is now attending University and we provide the financial resources to cover all her requirements for food, accommodation, tuition costs, clothing and general living expenses.  In fact she is totally dependent upon us for everything and this requires a sizeable contribution each year. 

What you return from your abundance to charitable agencies, including the church, will, I suggest, be based on your personal relationship with God and what you personally feel comfortable with. The phrase proportional giving is often used in such circumstances with the idea that perhaps each year we can take a further step up the ladder and return an increased percentage of our gross income, regardless of what that income is or what the source of the income is.

Referring back to that Parish Stewardship Statement, it continues on where I left off earlier to say “ and for which we are accountable for what we have done with what he has entrusted to us”. This accountability section reminds me of yet another parable that is well know to most people – the parable of the master and his servants -where he entrusted some of his property to each of them. There came a day of accountability. When two of the servants reported that they had further developed the property entrusted to them, the master responded by saying “Well done, good and faithful servant”. Yet the master scolded the one who had hidden the property and done nothing with what had been entrusted to him.

I believe that one day we will all be held accountable for what has been entrusted to us and I hope and pray that when that day comes and we all tell our stories about what we have done with what has been entrusted to us – the response we will all hear is  “Well done, good and faithful servant”.

Amen.
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