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Christian Stewardship

James 1:12-18

October 3, 2004

I.  GET THE THEOLOGY RIGHT!

We are at the height of the political season.  

“Hundreds of corporations and wealthy individuals 

bestow “gifts” on politicians 

in hopes of buying influence later.  

“Human nature encourages people 

to think about God in the same way: 

God is immensely more powerful than any earthly politician, 

and God can bestow rewards and blessings of limitless value.  

The theological question …[in Christian Stewardship] 

is whether God enters into reciprocity with individuals 

and whether God feels an obligation to reciprocate for our gifts.  

A church that believes and teaches this theology 

can expect higher levels of giving.  

But is this teaching theologically valid and correct?  

Is it honest or is it manipulation?

It is important that we get the theology right!  

‘One pastor … said, 

‘I’m totally against preaching God as Holy Reciprocator.’  

I don’t think God is into the 

‘I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine’ kind of mentality. 

I don’t think God is into cutting deals with people.  

Later, in a discussion in a Sunday school class in the same church, 

the teacher asked: “What do we get when we give?” 

One man, who attended the class regularly, said, 

“We get a check mark.”  

He meant in the Book of Life.  

“And someday we’ll be held accountable for our lives, 

and we will need as many good marks at that time 

as we can get.”  

He was not joking.  

He was totally serious, 

and the other class members nodded in agreement.     

(from Alive Now on “Money.”)

Friends: this worries me.  

Most of us live with a disconnect 

between our theology and how we live.  

Today I want to help you examine your theology of stewardship 

and open you to the Christian Lifestyle 

of living with the grace of liberality and generosity.

II.  GIVE FROM OVERFLOW

I loved building dirt dams in my garden when I was a child.  

I loved digging the furrows, 

sending the water down the freshly turned earth.  

I watched the dirt turn dark with moisture 

as it crept up the sides of the canal.  

I would make a dam at the end of the furrow

to stop the water to let it rise in the ditch.  

They drained the water in Hume Lake one summer for dam repairs.  The bottom of the lake was silty-sand.  

Ten Mile Creek fed through the lake-bottom.  

We spent hours shoveling the loam into the creek 

watching it form a reservoir.  

We watched it fill, 

then the same thing happened each time.  

The water reached the top of the earthen dam 

then spilled over the top.  

The flowing water always quickly eroded the dam 

releasing the water.  

This illustrates our spiritual lives in regard to money.

“We often give the overflow of our riches.”  

Most people take care of themselves first 

and if we have some left over, 

that is what we give to others and feel good about it at that!  

Giving out of our excess, our “overflow” resources 

puts the focus on ourselves and not on God and God’s gifts.  

Giving our overflow rather than first fruits 

eventually erodes our spiritual lives, 

washes away our relationship with God and church, 

and diminishes our personhood. 

 We may live comfortably but not profoundly.  

The founder of Habitat for Humanity 

was introduced to a man who had supported 

his local Habitat organization with a nice gift of $1,000… 

and he was proud of it.  

Later that day the local chair of Habitat, 

driving the founder to the airport, 

detoured to show the house that donor lived in.  

They stopped the car, got out 

and simply stared at the place.  

It was set high on a hill and was valued at $6 million.  

He had given to Habitat out of the over-flow of his riches.

Do you live the abundant life?  

Or do you give from your ‘overflow” resources?  

Remember: “I am a Christian Steward 

when I live with appropriate allocation of my limited resources 

–time, talent, treasure—

as a response to God’s abundant gifts, 

firmly rooted in my personal values 

formed in the crucible of my faith relationship with Jesus Christ.”

III.  TUNE INTO OTHERS 

Driving in Salt Lake is always an easy illustration 

for the ills of contemporary society.  

It is a good example of how we tune out others 

and fail to consider the needs of cycles and pedestrians 

and all who share the road.  

One pundit wrote: 

“Pedaling to work each day, 

fighting cars for my share of the shoulder, 

has started me thinking about greed and excess 

and what it means to tune out the other guy 

in the name of progress.”  (Newsweek October 4, 2004, p22.)  

Yes, we tune out the other guy… 

to say it simply: we are selfish, self-centered, “me first.”.  

We are all susceptible to this corrosive attitude.

It is important for my spiritual well being 

that I discipline myself to be generous, 

caring for people, not tuning out others.  

The discipline I mean is not just internal “putting-on-the-brakes” 

to hold myself back, 

but the discipline of living in faith 

where I commit my resources as a gift, 

a gift for God, 

consecrated to a holy purpose beyond myself.  

Interestingly enough, 

when I exercise this discipline 

I find myself more fulfilled 

than if I focus on myself, 

use my resources to get, to buy, to use, 

for my amusement.  

Another example of corrosive self-centeredness in modern living 

is the tendency to buy 

the biggest, brightest, best new thing on the market.  

I like to buy special things.  

Yet, such purchases often turn sour in my mouth 

when I see them at home.  

I later recognize it was a waste of money 

because the item is not only something I did not need 

nor have I used it. 

It moved me away from 

a meaningful act of love in response to God’s love.  

My “retail therapy” often leaves me empty.  

When my eye spots one of these objects 

in my vast array of possessions 

I am frightfully reminded 

of Harry Emerson Fosdick’s great poem now a hymn, 

we know it as the third line of the third stanza 

of God of Grace, God of Glory stanza:

Cure thy children’s warring madness, 

Bend our pride to thy control;

Shame our wanton, selfish gladness; 

Rich in things and Poor in soul.

Fosdick’s third stanza continues with a prayerful petition; a prayer we all need to utter: 

Grant us wisdom, grant us courage, 

lest we miss Thy kingdom’s goal,

Christian Stewardship as a discipline of faith 

always points us to God’s kingdom-goal.  

Christian Stewardship points us to a counter-culture ethic 

that gives meaning and spiritual health to our lives.  

It means living in a way different from our old way of life 

and different from the norm of living in today’s world.

A letter to a magazine 

responding to an article about the war on poverty 

asked how we can each do our part.  

This is the very challenge to the corruption of contemporary living 

we need to hear over and over.  

It is an affirmation of Christian Stewardship 

that can change us individually 

and collectively change society:

“Generosity might replace conspicuous consumption….  Instead of yet another toy or electronic game for the child who has everything, parents and grandparents might purchase books for the library of a struggling school.  Rather than select a second or third winter coat for their style-conscious suburban teen, adults might instead offer to fund the purchase of warm coats for the growing children of a young immigrant family.”  

(Newsweek October 4, 2004, p20.)

 “I am a Christian Steward 

when I live with appropriate allocation of my limited resources 

–time, talent, treasure— 

as a response to God’s abundant gifts, 

firmly rooted in my personal values 

formed in the crucible of my faith relationship with Jesus Christ.”

I challenge you to continue to examine your life 

against this measure.  

The message today challenges us to live in faith 

as a disciple of Jesus Christ. 

Christian Stewardship is living as a disciple of Jesus Christ 

out of the abundant wealth of God’s good gifts.  

By each of us living in such a manner, 

the church will prosper in ministry 

without its constant struggle for resources, 

charities that care about people will be well funded, 

and our lives will be rich beyond measure 

in the most important, deepest places 

of meaning and purpose and connection.

Remember: James 1:17 says: 

“Every good and perfect gift is from above….”

Let us therefore give thanks always 

to The Source of all good gifts.  

Let us be grateful for the gifts and for the Giver, 

who attends to us in rich and powerful ways.

AMEN.!

SING Father, We Adore you”
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^^^^^^^^^^^

a. 60s & 70s=idealism and counter culture

b. 80s=materialism

c. 90s=religion

The theme of this first decade of the 21st century is not yet clearly articulated, social observers have not penned a moniker, a designation for our culture in this decade.  

If I see the gift as mine alone to give,

I might give hesitantly,

Even grudgingly, considering my options,

Then giving from a sense of ought.

If I see the gift as God’s,

Who allows me to use it for a time,

Then the gift can flow more freely,

As I join with others

To be a channel

For God’s love and mercy.



(Roberta Porter a/n p43, s/o 01)

I have found a new joy in my life, much to my wife’s chagrin: retail therapy.  I like to spend money on stuff.  I do not know why it comes to me late in life nor why it feels good, but I just know it does.  I enjoy discovering some special object that either I can use in my hobbies or will be a nice decoration in my office or home.
Recent history shows how people in prior decades struggled to find meaning in different venues but each era ultimately focused on self.  Idealism, materialism, religiosity are concepts describing these decades, not for the good of the whole, but corruptions focused on the individual’s needs… MY wants!  

But in this “Just do it” world of self-gratification I have to discipline myself not to “Just do it.”  

Another way to hear our James passage: “Anyone who sets himself up as “religious” by talking a good game is self-deceived.  This kind of religion is hot air and only hot air.  Real religion, the kind that passes muster before God the Father, is this: Reach out to the homeless and loveless in their plight, and guard against corruption from the godless world. (The Message p2203.)

pray

.  Dean Hoge, writing in Money Matters says: These gifts (actually payments [against a future favor]) are made only when specific conditions are met: 

if the donor wants something, 

if the donor believes that giving a gift will help to get what is desired, 

if the receiver appears willing to enter into reciprocity, 

and if the receiver clearly knows that the gift was given.  

We have entered the season of stewardship: by stewardship right now I mean money even though it usually means much more.  

Even though we could raise more money by preaching a false and manipulative gospel, we need to get the theology right.  “I am a Christian Steward when I live with appropriate allocation of my limited resources –time, talent, treasure—as a response to God’s abundant gifts, firmly rooted in my personal values formed in the crucible of my faith relationship with Jesus Christ.”

