“The Fun of Giving”

a sermon preached by the Rev. Linda Kuhn, interim minister

Emmanuel UCC, Oshkosh, WI                      11-15-09 (Stewardship Sunday)

scripture reading: II Corinthians 9: 6-15

Today is Stewardship Sunday.  When I talked with the Council about when to schedule this day, they told me not to announce it beforehand, that Pastor Gaskill had learned that if this day is announced ahead of time, people choose not to come to church that day.  Attendance records show a drop. That’s puzzling to me.  What’s wrong with this picture --  that this congregation doesn’t  like Stewardship Sunday?
I wondered, has there been a breach of confidentiality in the past?  This pledge, this commitment you make this day between you and God – was it made public some embarrassing way in the past?  No.  Only Lori sees this information.  Maybe the pastor has, or will.  Some pastors want to know this information, some don’t.  But I have never heard that confidentiality or privacy was a problem here.

Is it because we talk too much about money here in this church?  I don’t think so.  Not unless once or twice a year seems like too much for you. I’ve been here a year and have preached specifically about money only once before, a year ago.  We talk about at Council meetings when we review the monthly financial statements and monitor the giving and expenses columns. You received one letter from the Council this year, giving you an update on the church’s financial picture, but I saw the draft of the letter, and it was clear, concise, direct – it didn’t belabor the message that income was not keeping pace with expenses.

This not liking Stewardship Sunday -- Does it have something to do with your practice, this long-time ritual of coming forward to place your pledge card on the altar table?  It can be a little disconcerting to visitors who may have trouble figuring out what’s going on, but we can be sure to explain things.  Does it have to do with those who have trouble walking forward – but if that’s your situation, you can give your card to someone else to place there for you.  And if you need more time to think it over, or your finances are too uncertain due to unemployment or anticipated unemployment, by all means, be tentative on your card and firm up your commitment when you’re able.  This is between you and God. And we are not going to lock the doors and not let you out if you don’t turn in a pledge card.  So no, it’s not the ritual – in fact, many of you have told me how significant and spiritual an experience it is for you to lay your pledge commitment on the altar.
So, is it that money is a topic that is irrelevant or peripheral to our lives and not a worthy topic for prayer and reflection in worship?  No.  We all know that money is central to the ways we live and operate individually and as a church.  How we give of our time, talent, and treasure is most definitely a spiritual issue. It is a reflection of our commitment and our understanding of discipleship.  Prayerfully, we make choices about how we will invest our lives and our resources in helping to accomplish God’s purposes in the world through the church.

So what’s going on?  Is it that it’s difficult to know how to decide and what choices to make?  How much to give? We have a little brochure in the bulletin to help you.  It does the math for you if you want to use a percentage basis.  The Bible speaks to us about offering God our first fruits, the first and best of the harvest, off the top of our resources rather than from what’s left over.  The Bible also speaks to us about tithing – 10%.  It’s meant as a good start.  It is used often as the ideal goal.  There are other churches where elders of the church will visit and tell you what you are expected to give – and there is follow up if you don’t follow through.  Many of the fast-growing fundamentalist churches which we often see as our competition, expect their members to tithe, and most members do – giving these churches not only the financial resources but a depth of commitment many of the rest of us in our mainline churches are envious of.  

The reality is, the church as we know it needs money to operate, and to survive.  If you want a building to meet in and make available to other groups in the community, you need to give money for lights, heat, insurance, maintenance.  If you want personnel to help operate, lead, and organize in the church, you need to give money to support salaries, currently for a pastor, an administrative assistant, a music director, a custodian.  If you want program – Sunday school curriculum, choir music, subsidy for youth events, you need to give money to support these things.  If you want this church involved in mission – the Food Pantry, camp scholarships, benevolence beyond our walls and community, you need to give money.  If you have questions or concerns about the church’s values or direction or financial commitments, you need to bring these up at a Council meeting or an annual congregational meeting in January.  But the church needs your money if it is to be what you have come to expect and depend on it being, if it is to follow through on commitments that are made and pay our bills.

Is it that you want to make sure you’re giving your fair share, but that others are carrying their weight, too?  That may be your issue, but it’s not God’s issue.  God asks us to give as we are able, to give as God has given to us, and forget about comparing what we give to what others give.  

So, if it’s not the fairness issue or the privacy issue or the ritual issue or the idea that money is a spiritual issue or the reality of the church’s need for money that stands in the way of our embracing Stewardship Sunday, does it have to do with guilt, shame, or embarrassment – before God?  If so, examine this, pray about this.  If this is your conscience challenging you that the amount you have been giving is not right, if it is the still small voice of God’s Spirit having you rethink your priorities, or reminding you that all you have, all you are, is claimed by God through your baptism and discipleship,  then listen to that voice and have a conversation with it. 
In the end, remember that how we give and why we give (our attitude) is ultimately more important to God than what we give.  Don’t use this as an excuse not to give or hide behind it, but it’s true that our attitude is crucial. Because if we cultivate a faithful attitude first, choices about how much we give, and in what ways, will follow and flow more easily.

A verse in our scripture reading today goes:  “Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly, nor under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”  The translation of the word cheerful actually comes closer to “hilarious” – “God loves a hilarious giver.”  Giving out of a sense of true joy and feeling blessed beyond measure.  Giving that flows from gratitude.  Celebrating what we can do together as a church by pooling our contributions in the name of Christ – the amazing mission and ministry that Emmanuel UCC can be, and is, capable of.

God loves a cheerful giver, a hilarious giver.  So pull out the stops, dance in the aisles, throw out your arms, and experience the joy of living and being blessed as a child of God within this family of God.  Make a commitment to the contribution you will make in this grand venture. Amen.

WE ARE YOUR PEOPLE

(tune: Beer Barrel Polka)
(by Mary Bruce-Dinkins)
We are Your people -

O God of mercy and grace

Building together -

Futures for all in this place.

Your love eternal

Guides us through all that we do.

Let us always sing Your praises

As we worship You!

We are Your family –

Brothers and sisters are we.

Growing together –

In one great community.

We’ll share with others

News of Your love and Your grace.

Drawing all of us together

As we sing Your praise!

We stand united

Strengthened, supported by all.

Working together -

As we all answer Your call.

We’re one in spirit –

Body and mind.  Now this hear:

As we sing out loud Your praises –

‘Cuz Your gang’s all here!  AMEN!

