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About a year ago, “The New Yorker” published a cartoon which showed two businessmen walking along and looking very serious. One is leading the way and is clearly the older and wiser of the two. The second follows behind him, head bent as if he is listening carefully to each word of wisdom that pours out from the first. His words of wisdom consist of this, “In this economy…it is crucial to begin each sentence with the phrase, ‘In this economy.”
I chuckled when I saw it – and continue to each time I hear a news commentator or economic analyst say those now familiar words. Yet, I also think that, like a lot of cartoons, this one points to a truth in our society and is indicative of the state of our hearts and minds as we struggle through these years of recession waiting for signs of hope. When we start a sentence with the words ‘in this economy’, we express both our fear about the situation we find ourselves in today as well as our unspoken hope, belief, wish that some day it won’t be this economy but a better one.
That said, let me take my turn. In this economy, it’s difficult to know how to preach a stewardship sermon. Though we see some signs of improvement in the overall economic situation of the country and the world, we also see signs that, for many, things aren’t better at all. Unemployment is still high, there are more homeless people on the streets, foreclosures are going up. It’s still scary out there. So, how do we, as Christ-followers, think about giving, about stewardship – in this economy?
As with so many things, my own temptation is to go back to the basics. What is stewardship? Who are we called to be as disciples of Christ when it comes to giving our time, our talents, and our money?
One answer, the first answer, is found in our Creation story. According to the passage we just heard from Genesis, God created us in God’s image and God gave us dominion over all Creation. That means two things. First of all, that we share some small spark of God’s nature. We have the capacity to do and be, in some small, imperfect, human way, some of what God does and is. Secondly, it means God has entrusted us to be stewards of all that God created. The word in scripture is “dominion”, but dominion is not meant to be domination or manipulation. Rather, dominion means stewardship. All that God created is God’s. God has given us responsibility to use it as we need to but also to care for it as God would. 

But, how do we know how God would care for Creation? Let me ask you to open your imaginations for a few minutes. I would like you to close your eyes and think back to a time when you felt especially close to God. A time when God was most real to you. Your heartbeat sped up or your eyes filled with tears, you laughed out loud or gaped in awe. Allow yourself to dwell on what was holy in that moment. What connected you to God?
The answer will be different for each person in this room. Perhaps it was a moment when the beauty and wonder, the vastness or intricacy of Creation held you spellbound. Or maybe it was a time of pain or grief in your life when the assurance of God’s love was the only thing to carry you through. Perhaps it happened on a mission trip when you found God in the joy of giving – and of receiving – in a new or surprising place.
Your experience of God is how you learn to be a steward in God’s world. To be created in God’s image and to be stewards of God’s creation means that however God has been present or real to you, you are called to, again in some small, imperfect, human way, be present to the world. We are stewards when we create life and when we care for life. We are stewards when we surround those who are hurting or grieving with love. We are stewards when we give from our wealth and our time and our talents to the poor, the oppressed, the hungry, the imprisoned, the hopeless, and the lost. We are stewards when we love.
There is perhaps nothing more fundamental to our faith than that we love God and that we love our neighbor - which leads us to the very familiar story we just heard from Mark. Here’s the context – the scribes and the Sadducees have been talking theology with Jesus. They are trying to get him to trip up, to make a mistake that gives them an excuse to arrest him. Finally, one scribe asks him what the greatest commandment is. Jesus responds with two commandments – the first from Deuteronomy – love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength. The second from Leviticus – love your neighbor as yourself. Obviously, neither of these commandments is new to the scribe. But, as William Barclay points out, what Jesus does that’s different is to put them together. And he gives them equal weight as if saying they are one commandment. For Jesus, the very heart of faith is to love God, and we express our love for God through our love for our neighbor. 

This theme, love of God and love of neighbor, is foundational to our Wesleyan heritage, as well. As a seminary student at Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, I was required to take a class in Early Methodism. One of the tasks for that class, if you took it from Dr. Barry Bryant, was to read and then outline 50, yes that’s 5 0, 50 of John Wesley’s sermons. You can imagine the grumbling. Yet, there is no better way to learn John Wesley’s theology than to read his sermons, and the most common theme in Wesley’s sermons is that we are called to love God and to love our neighbor. 
Everything else, as Dr Bryant would say, is a footnote. 

And so we are called to be stewards of God’s creation through loving like God loves. If God is love, we are to be love in the world. And that is no small task, which is why part of stewardship is giving to God’s church. Because God’s church is where learn to know who God is and how to be like God. And God’s church is where we can come together as a community of faith to help each other on the journey. And God’s church is where we join together our resources to do the most we can for our neighbor – the poor, the homeless, the marginalized, the hungry, the weak. Where we learn to know God, love others, and serve the world.
Now, that all sounds theologically well and good, but, well, in this economy, it’s still scary. God calls us to give but our temptation is to hold back, to wait until the financial storm blows over. And for some of us, that will be the right decision. We have options for how we express our love and it may be that we give to God with our time and our talents more than with our money right now. And, in this economy, that is all we can give. In this economy, we each have to prayerfully consider what percentage of our income, our time, our gifts we can give and through prayer, reach a decision which brings us peace.
There is no perfect solution to our spiritual fear about giving. What I hope, though, is that you will not give out of guilt or even out of a sense of duty. But, rather out of love – and out of hope – because I believe if there is an antidote to fear, that antidote is hope.
That’s what I’ve finally figured out about my own stewardship angst. While sometimes I give out of guilt and more often I give out of duty, when I give of my money, my time, my gifts most freely, most generously, most joyfully is when I give out of love for God and the world – and out of hope that the world can be a better place. Somewhere, deep down inside of us, beneath the layers of anxiety and fear, beneath the mental to-do list and the I-wish-I-had list (also known as the Amazon wish list), each of us holds a vision of what we hope the world might be, what we believe the world could be. What does that world look like for you? What is your vision? Is it a world in which every person is loved and accepted as they are? Or one in which children don’t die of starvation? Or maybe a world in which peace is the norm and there is no need for a defense budget? Maybe it’s a world in which kids don’t get bullied, no one needs to sleep outside the church doors at night, justice and equality are assumed for all people, clean water and healthy food are abundant everywhere.
These are visions of hope. If any one of these is your vision, then yours is a vision of the kingdom of God. The image of God lives within you not just in how you act but in why you act. Not just in how you love but in why you love. Not just in how you give but in why you give. We act and love and give because we have hope. Hope in God’s kingdom already here on earth. Hope that God is at work in transforming the world and hope that when we act as the hands and feet of God in the world we can and will create change.
During this year, the people of this church have built houses in Ypsi, made sack lunches every week for the homeless, given Christmas gifts to kids who wouldn’t have had them, built roofs and fences in Appalachia, worked with children in the UP and North Dakota, sent a mission team to Kenya, raised funds for Religious Action for Affordable Housing, held vacation Bible Camp and Sunday School, youth group and small groups, welcomed strangers, helped the poor, and so much more. We have invested our time and our money and our lives in hope.
Now, open your imaginations one more time, allow God to draw near to you, and imagine, if you will, what we could do in hope next year.
Amen.
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