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St Michael’s -  Stewardship Sunday 2009    Philippians 2.5-11  Matthew 6.19-34

It always feels rather rude and impolite to talk about money in a sermon

(Some clergy refuse to do it) – too close to home??

· this is the first of the Stewardship weeks 

· the temptation is to soften the message and talk about giving of time, gifts and energy too

· or, to use it to get the church giving up

But Jesus did talk a lot about money

In fact, if Jesus talked about sex as often as he did about money issues - we’d say he was sex obsessed

· he just goes on and on about money, riches, poverty, possessions and debt

· e.g. Jim Wallis (Church leader, author, community activist) with friends noticed this

· they got a Bible a cut out with scissors all the bits that mentioned wealth, poverty, money, debts, interest

· and did not have a lot left

Examples in the gospels – 8 instances here

We start with the poverty and humility of Mary and Joseph

3rd Temptations of Jesus – possessions – ‘All this I will give you’

called disciples to leave their trades behind

sermon on the mount – happy are the poor (in spirit)

talk of God and riches (mammon)

about giving in public

Lord’s Prayer – “Forgive us our debts as we forgive others their debts”

Don’t store up riches for yourselves here

Only up to chapter six (of 28) in Matthew!
Sometime ago - singing “In the bleak mid-winter . . . . ” stood between two rich, important, powerful men

“What can I give him, poor as I am, - but I am not poor!
  if I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb,
  if I were a wise man, I would do my part,
  yet what I can I give him – give my heart.”

we think this last verse is very spiritual – but it is a cop out

· Implication: I can’t afford a lamb, I can’t bring any other gift either – as I am poor

· if God has not got our money he has not got our hearts either

· Note:  the poorest people are the most generous

SCARCITY

Charles Handy, who has been listed as one of the most influential management thinks of our time (The Thinkers 50 website), said:
“The problem is that we have grown up in a culture of scarcity” - not enough to go round

· our desires are endless – and the ‘stuff’ we all want is limited

· so we never have enough

· we always seem to need just a ‘bit more’
· but when we get that ‘bit more’ it does not satisfy us

e.g. Multi-millionaire – “how much money do you need?”   “Just a bit more”

it is what addicts say – c.f. alcoholics, and drug users

And now we have the CREDIT CRUNCH
We are told we face a grim year – with more redundancies, falling house prices, repossessions and business liquidations

Q.  What Does Jesus think about all this?

    Our prayer: 
that God will cushion the blow to us



and get us back to where we were 18 months ago

But I don’t think that God will answer this prayer as we want him to

Don’t get me wrong – God has deep compassion for those

· forced unfairly into bankruptcy

· lost their modest homes

· where there is no longer one person in the family in work who is able to provide enough to live on

· and the poor, who are affected most by the economic turndown

But for most of us I believe Jesus would say:

“Well, what did you expect?  I did warn you.”

“When?”

“Do not store up riches for yourself on earth where moths and rust destroy and thieves break in and steal.”

We have followed other gods – similar to Israel in 586 BC
  
and God allowed everything to be lost

Israel followed other idols – these were not lumps of stone and wood on the mantle piece, but the principles and values they believed in, trusted and lived by

ABUNDANCE

But the Bible tells us a different story 
- the gospel is about abundance and generosity, not scarcity, possessiveness and greed

Psalms tell us: The earth is full of the good things of the Lord

Jesus came that we might have “life and have it abundantly” John 10.10

“I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me will never be hungry, 
  will never want for more.”  John 6 – no addiction
Jesus’ talk was of Banquets, feasting, celebrations – where 99% were utterly poor

It seems to me that abundance and generosity are two of the major signs of God at work

(Not churches bursting at the doors, or personal lives of wonderful success)

A healthy family is a generous family – not just with money, with life, able to give of selves

a healthy church is a generous church – within and without – esp to strangers

a healthy town is a generous town – not mean and judgmental of others

a healthy nation is a generous nation – not always protecting its ‘national interests’

GIVING AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE

well there are certain needs that need to be met ‘to keep the ship afloat’
    we have Goma in the Congo, Gaza, Darfur, church funds, missions, relief agencies

but more importantly, we need to learn to give generously

· for the sake of our own souls – not first for others

1. to break the addiction

2. to learn that we already have more than we need

3. and recognise that we live in abundance and not scarcity
 - we can give all away and still be full

So Jesus went on, “Instead, store up riches for yourselves in heaven where moths and rust cannot destroy, and thieves cannot break in and steal.”

Clue:  ‘heaven’ is not just up in the sky when you die!

Often the gospel is too ‘strong’ for us.  It is too radical to follow Jesus

CONC

We live in a poisoned age 
                   - and we need real courage to find a way of our economic and financial prisons

Lord, for our sake,

you gave up many things, 

(of your own free will)

to come to us

Your mission necessarily entailed

you leaving much behind,

and now you also call us to leave much behind.

Yet we cannot do this

unless we see your magnificent abundance and generosity.

Deliver us from our need for more

and help us to understand

that what we really need to fulfil us

is not at all scarce 
or difficult to come by.  Amen.

