Stewardship Sunday at St Edwards

The church in Corinth was one of those churches established by the apostle Paul soon after the beginning of the Christian movement. And from the outset it was a rather turbulent and difficult church. There were a great many gifted people and yet this was a church riven by conflict and factions. Some people were fans of Paul, others of a man called Apollos and some, and a rather snooty way, just said they were the "real Christians". Corinth was a wealthy place but not everybody in the congregation was rolling in it and there was snobbery from the rich towards the poor. Add to that a rather, let's say, rumbustious view of sexual relationships and you get the picture. Corinth was lively, prosperous and cosmopolitan port city  - think of Liverpool or New York  -  and the church took its cue from all that was good and bad in the city.
Now, things were tough for the church back in Jerusalem where Christianity began. Taxes were high, prices even higher and there was widespread shortages and unemployment. (Sound familiar?) And so St Paul organises a collection at the churches he has founded. The Jerusalem church was the mother church, after all. In Corinth, they think this is a good idea and they give the first instalments of a promised gift. But there is just the hint, maybe it's more than a hint, in 2 Corinthians chapter 8 that maybe their initial burst of generosity is running out of steam. Paul says, "so we urge Titus since he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion this act of grace on your part. But just as you excel in everything….See that you also excel in this grace of giving." It's not that they have given nothing but perhaps they have not given as generously as they could nor as much as they said they would. So, what does Paul do? Does he put them on a guilt trip? Does he thump his fist on the table and demand they pay up? No, "I am not commanding you". Instead he tells them a story about another church.

The church in Macedonia is poor. No wealthy metropolitan areas here. In fact, they were so poor it seems likely that they were not even asked to give. Everybody assumed that because they had so little money they would not be able to give to support their brothers and sisters in Jerusalem so, tactfully, they weren't asked. But Paul has another story to tell about this Macedonian church. "Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints." In other words they said, "Don't leave us out. We haven't got much but what we've got we'd love to give." And Paul is clearly moved and amazed by this grace of generosity. "Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy in their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability." So perhaps the church in Corinth had given comparatively a lot more money than the poor Macedonians but we sense only that they hadn't given, as the Macedonians had, "as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability."

So St Paul doesn't beat the Corinthians over the head with their lack of openhearted generosity. He does something even more devastating. He just shows them what openhearted generosity really looks like. He says, "Oh, Corinthians, did I mention the Macedonians? Their overflowing joy? Their rich generosity? Just saying!" And then he tells another story. He tells the story that actually defines what it means to be truly wealthy. He tells the Corinthians and us what we need to do to be rich. And this story is no moneymaking scheme or get rich quick technique. The story goes like this:

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes became poor, so that through his poverty you might become rich.

And so we have a tale of two churches. One, perhaps full of good intentions, certainly pretty wealthy and yet a little way off understanding the nature of true generosity that takes the risk of giving "beyond our ability". And we have a second church, the church of the poor, oppressed, persecuted and downtrodden who know what it's really like to be rich in spirit. And there is a great truth here. Western Christians when they visit churches in the developing world find themselves astonished by the generosity, joyfulness and grace amongst people are often numbered among the poorest of the earth. But somehow these people who in world so poor have discovered what it means to be rich. We heard that he had just a few weeks ago from David and Dawn Curran, and their experience of Christians in Pakistan who certainly undergo "severe trial and extreme poverty" but whose life together bears witness to a joyful and gracious generosity. I'm just saying!

So what about the church here in Leek. This morning we are reviewing our own giving. For everyone there is a booklet and a letter from me in an envelope at the back. Please look for yours. If there isn't an envelope with your name on it, please don't feel that we don't love you, it's just that your name is not on any list! If you want to put your name on the list there is a paper to do so and some spare envelopes so you can take one now. The booklet tries to set out some of the challenges that face us as a church. We have a great story to tell and it is a story that goes back a long way. In our rapidly changing society there are very few organisations that can bear witness, as we can, to over 1000 years continuous existence.

But what is the next chapter in this story? And how will it be sustained? In the booklet (and I'm not going into detail now, please take the time to read it) I have set out what I think are some of the challenges that lie ahead of us. We do want to grow our church, we want to find ways of nurturing and encouraging children and their families and we want to make our church even more welcoming than it is now. And we also want to continue to care for this beautiful but costly building and in particular, this year, we want to explore ways in which we can make our church more accessible to those with disabilities. We live in a time of recession where all around us organisations and institutions are cutting back. Now is not the time for us to do less. Indeed now is the time for us to do more because there may well be people who need the care and compassion that a lively and committed Christian community can offer.

But we are not immune from the financial pressures around us and we have been hit in recent years by three things in particular:

· falling rates of interest

· rising costs, not least, of fuel

· falling tax reclaim

So the brute fact is that our income is falling a long way behind our expenditure. Now we could make cuts and we will look at ways in which we might be able to save money. We could spend our time fundraising but when this can be exhausting and distracting. If we do any fundraising I would like to see us raise money to give away to the world's poorest people. Currently we give away about 5% of our church income. This is not enough.
So we could cut back or fundraise or we could each of us sit down quietly, privately, consciously in the presence of God and ask him to show as what it means to overflow with the rich generosity. That's all. We trust one another to do this. There's no commands or guilt trip here but simply the invitation to sit down, perhaps with the booklet in front of you so you have the information and to reflect on the story that lies at the heart of our faith; the story that makes us wealthy beyond all our imagining. 
For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich yet for your sakes he became poor, so that through his poverty you might become rich.

In the envelope there is a response form so that you can indicate how you would like to do in response to the call to give. It may mean that for the first time you take on regular giving through the envelope scheme or that you consider gift aid or paying by standing order. And in all cases consider whether you might increase the amount you give currently. All I need do is thank you for what you do give and trust that God will show you what you might be giving the future. 

I  can't tell you how much you should give because it will differ from person to person. There is some guidance as to how you might begin to think about it in the booklet but at the heart of it all is the invitation for us to "test the sincerity of our love" in the light of the generosity of God who in Jesus gives us everything and so to him the glory now at the church for ever. Amen.
