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 The title of my presentation this afternoon is “Growing Beyond The Reluctant Steward.” 

I trust that all of you are familiar with an organization that is known as the Lilly Endowment. In 

fact, I hope that some of you have benefited from a Lilly grant for a sabbatical leave. The Lilly 

Endowment is located in Indianapolis. In fact, one of the reasons I was interested in serving in 

the Indiana-Kentucky Conference was because of the financial resources that Lilly makes 

available to judicatories and churches across the state. In addition to providing grants to pastors, 

local churches, judicatories and seminaries, the Religious Division of Lilly also invests heavily 

every year in research that will, hopefully, benefit all of us in the religious community. 

 It is toward that end that the Lilly Endowment financed two nation-wide studies, one in 

1992 and a follow-up study in 2002, about you and me and other Protestant and Catholic clergy 

concerning how well we were doing in teaching and leading our congregations in the discipline 

of stewardship. The second focus of the study was to measure what kind of stewardship and 

financial development education was being provided by Protestant and Roman Catholic 

seminaries and to measure its effectiveness. 

 The result of the two studies are suggested in the titles of the two reports that were 

written to indicate the results. In 2002, the report has the rather dubious title of The Reluctant 

Steward. Even more telling was the title of the follow up study 10 years later: The Reluctant 

Steward Revisited. For those of us whose ministries are helping pastors and churches in 

stewardship and giving, we were not at all surprised to learn that between 1992 and 2002 that 

almost nothing had changed. The study indicated that what was discovered in 1992 “was a good 

deal of ambivalence about the relationship of administration and pastoral ministry among pastors 

and good deal of uncertainty among seminaries about their role in responding to the perceived 

needs of pastors in these areas. Ten years later The Reluctant Steward Revisited reveals that some 
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of the ambivalence and much of the uncertainty remains.” (p. 6) In other words, reluctant 

stewards still are - reluctant stewards!  

 While both studies were conducted by two seminaries in Indiana – St. Meinrad School of 

Theology, a Roman Catholic seminary and Christian Theological Seminary – which is related to 

the Disciples of Christ, both studies were nation-wide in scope. In both cases over 200 Catholic 

priests and 200 Protestant clergy from a wide variety of denominations were each interviewed by 

phone for about 30 minutes. Of the 243 seminaries listed by the Association of Theological 

Schools, about 45% responded to an extensive survey. 

 So what was it about Christian pastors and seminaries that was revealed in 1992 that had 

not changed much 10 years later? The first primary finding was that ministers and priests don’t 

provide much leadership in financial development, we don’t want to provide much leadership in 

stewardship and financial development and we are reluctant to be trained in stewardship and 

financial development. Dealing with money and financial management is not what we signed up 

for when we made the decision to enter the ministry. In the words of the study itself “pastors said 

that they believe money is an important dimension of Christian life that has a spiritual meaning 

and theological implications, but they do not feel comfortable preaching about money or 

acquiring and managing funds for church use. They would prefer to deal exclusively with 

theological matters and let ‘someone else’ handle their churches’ administrative and financial 

affairs.” (p. 7) 

 I am a case in point. I sometime refer to myself as an S.O.B. – a son of a banker! The last 

thing I ever wanted to do was follow in my father’s footsteps and deal with money! And I was 

pretty successful until the church I was serving decided to have a capital campaign to rebuild the 

sanctuary which had burned down before I was called there.  The capital fund director required 

that I know the results of each person’s or families’ capital gift. I was adamantly against it.  It 

might influence my pastoral relationship with them, I said. We took it to the church council and I 

was outvoted 7 to 1. That decision changed my ministry. 
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 The church went 60% over its capital campaign goal. I was absolutely amazed by the 

sacrificial giving of some people that I knew did not have a lot of money and of the generosity of 

others whom I assumed had little money or assets. And I was equally surprised by others in the 

congregation whose giving did not come close to the level of their rhetoric and others of means 

who chose not to give sacrificially. In addition, I had assumed that a capital campaign was a 

fund-raising device. What was my greatest surprise is that in the church a capital campaign is 

really a revival meeting in disguise which, when well done, will result in increased commitment 

and financial support to the mission and regular budget of the local church. But for the first five 

years of my ministry there I was convinced and the members were convinced we were poor and 

simply lacked the capacity of enlarge the mission of the church. All of us were reluctant 

stewards. 

 The second primary finding was that a large percentage of seminaries in the United States 

do not provide education in financial development and management and are ambivalent about 

doing so. The report states that “seminary presidents and deans were ambivalent about what 

responsibility, if any, a school of theology has to teach its students about personal stewardship or 

the administrative and management responsibilities of modern congregations. In fact, 84% of 

Protestant seminaries and 94% of Catholic seminaries said that courses in leadership, 

stewardship, and management should be provided by someone else – for example, judicatories, 

dioceses or freestanding institutions.” (p. 7) 

 Two responses from lay participants to these results are worth mentioning. The first was 

the observation that churches bear a great deal of resemblance to small businesses. Any small 

business that fails to pay attention to the generation of income and financial management will not 

be in business for long. The fact that the pastor, as the key leader, feels ill equipped to generate 

and provide oversight of money indicates why so many churches fail to come even close to their 

potential ministry. The second response was one of shock from lay participants “to learn that 

seminary students are not currently required to take courses in the practical tasks of pastoral 
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ministry, particularly management of church finances. They were also surprised to learn that 

many dioceses and judicatories have no requirements for continuing education in these areas.” 

(p. 11) 

 I recall two episodes that were seared into my memory involving seminary professors – 

whose names will not be mentioned to protect the innocent – and what is taught – or not taught – 

in seminaries about financial development. The first was a public lecture on stewardship that was 

attended by some clergy, but predominantly lay people. The professor delivering the lecture went 

through the Greek derivation of stewardship and the theological motives for giving. The first 

question to be asked was by a lay member of a local church. The question was, “Do you tithe?” 

The professor’s face went beat red and after several seconds of hesitation, she said, “I give.” 

 The second episode was with a retired seminary President who had attended one of my 

stewardship seminars and wanted to talk about it. The thing that was troubling her was my 

assertion that pastors need to know what their parishioners give. She said to me, “I just have to 

disagree with you on that. I think it will interfere with the objectivity of their pastoral care.” Now 

this came from a person who had raised millions and millions of dollars from individual donors 

who were carefully cultivated over time but somehow found it wrong for local church pastors to 

do the same! All of a sudden I understood why the seminary this president had led had never had 

a course on money, stewardship or financial development!! 

 However, lest we fall prey to the “one more course” syndrome that plagues all 

seminaries, we clergy have to share responsibility for this reluctance. The study indicated that “a 

majority of the pastors who participated in the study believe that seminaries need to do a better 

job of training students for the administrative and financial aspects of their ministry. Many 

pastors also believe that their respective dioceses/denominational bodies should also play a key 

role in the administrative preparation and financial training of church ministers. However, as was 

the case 10 years ago, the majority of pastors are not interested in attending seminars, 

workshops, or continuing education programs that deal with the administrative and financial 
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aspects of pastoral ministry.” (p. 21) This weekend we had to cancel a workshop on Clergy 

Financial Planning led by Michael Downs of the Pension Boards. Even after the past three 

weeks, or maybe because of them, clergy do not want to deal with money – even their own! 

 The result of this reluctance by both clergy and seminaries to address the intersection of 

money and faith leads, then, to a most unfortunate conclusion. The study concludes: “Generally, 

participants felt that the absence of seminary programs addressing faith and money issues, 

combined with this silence from pastors, conveys an unspoken message that money is 

incompatible with pastoral ministry and antithetical to Christian spirituality.” (p. 8) 

 It is clear that we live in a cultural milieu in which there is a HUGE societal TABOO 

about the subject of money – how we spend it – how we save it – and how we give it to benefit 

others. If we have any doubts about the depth of this taboo, the events of the last two weeks on 

Wall Street have made it evident. Americans have had their unquestioned financial security 

fundamentally shaken. That has resulted in a fear and anxiety that is so deep that it actually 

caused Congress to behave in a bi-partisan nature – placing the well being of the country in front 

of their political well-being – a miracle if there ever was one! But also unleashed in the last three 

weeks was a level of angst unseen for many years in Washington because that in which so many 

had invested their ultimate security – had been shaken - as all idols are eventually. 

 We have a problem. But before jumping too quickly to the question of how we are to 

overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders, I think we need to take the time to 

ponder a deeper and, I think, ultimately more important question. Namely, WHY do we need to 

address and overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders? 

 WHY do we need to address and overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and 

leaders? Quite clearly, not much changed between 1992 and 2002. And I suspect that if we allow 

it to happen, not much will change between 2002 and 2012. We can either allow the religious 

institutions which we lead to continue their slow slide of decline or we can provide the kind of 

leadership that results in excitement about the mission of our churches and our denomination and 
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the kind of enthusiastic financial support that mission warrants. The ball is in our court. But first, 

WHY do we need to address and overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders? 

 POWER TO MAKE CHANGE . My first response is that we need to acknowledge that 

as pastors we have the POWER to make changes in our churches and in our culture to help 

people truly “live life and live it abundantly.” We have the power to do this. John Dorhaur, the 

new Conference Minister of the Southwest Conference and co-author of the book Steeplejacking, 

began his ministry as the pastor of a small country church in southwest Missouri. All of his way 

through Eden Seminary, he had heard that ministers were in a “power” position in relation to 

their parishioners. But he says he didn’t believe it. To his way of thinking pastors were always in 

the vulnerable position of have to speak a prophetic word to the very people that paid their 

salary. Where was the power in that? 

 All of that changed one Saturday morning when John was in his study writing his 

sermon. Two years earlier John had performed the wedding for Bill and Pat who were both in 

their 20’s and they ended up being the first couple to join the church during his pastorate. Bill 

was a farmer and that Saturday morning he was out on his 4-wheeler repairing fencing. As he 

was riding along the fence apparently the 4-wheeler hit a rock that caused it to flip over in such a 

way that it landed on Bill and broke his neck. He died instantly. 

 As he was writing his sermon, the phone rang. It was a nurse at the closest hospital which 

was about 30 miles away. She said, “Rev. Dorhaur, you have to come to the hospital 

immediately. There is a woman here whose husband was just killed. She is hysterical and needs 

you to come.” “What is her name,” asked John. The nurse replied, “ She is so hysterical, she 

can’t tell us, but she asked us to call you. Please come.” 

 John immediately dropped what he was doing, got in his car and headed for the hospital 

which was about 40 minutes away. About half way there, it suddenly hit him. How did the nurse 

know to call him? Here was a woman whose husband had just tragically died, who could not 

even speak her own name. The one thing she could remember was the name of her pastor. John 
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said he had to stop the car as the realization flowed over him that as a pastor he had been given 

in ordination and installation a power to touch and change lives given to few other professions. 

 And when that power is used wisely and pastorally, it has the capacity to open people’s 

eyes. One of my mentors in the faith was Francis X. Pirazinni. Frank was Conference Minister in 

Minnesota, but I came to know him through his long pastorate in Bethlehem, PA. The incident 

occurred on the Sunday before One Great Hour of Sharing Sunday. Frank was at the front door 

of the church greeting his parishioners as he did every Sunday. Standing in line was a tall man 

who was chair of the deaconate. As he approached Frank to shake his hand, he said, “Frank, the 

family and I are going to be away on vacation in New York City next weekend and I forgot to 

put our One Great Hour of Sharing envelope in the offering plate. Would you mind taking it?” 

Frank shook his head and indicated he would.  

 Now in this congregation the collection was counted directly after the service. And so 

Frank went to the room and handed to one of the counters the One Great Hour of Sharing 

offering envelope he had been given. And, as often happens to pastors on Sunday morning, he 

was immediately engaged by a parishioner. Now, as he would tell the story, Frank was blessed 

with great peripheral vision. And as he was talking to the parishioner, he could see out of the 

corner of his eye the counter open that OGHS envelope and take out a $5 bill. He said to the 

parishioner, “Excuse me a moment.” And then he asked the collector, “Was that a $5 bill that 

you took out of that OGHS envelope?” When the collector indicated it was he asked for the 

envelope and the $5 bill and went down to his office and called the chair of the deaconate that 

had given it to him. 

 The man answered and Frank asked him if he might be able to return to the church. The 

man asked him if it was important and Frank assured him it was. Now I want to segue and say 

that anytime we intervene it must always be backed up by years of pastoral relationship and care. 

And Frank knew this man and his family well and had cared for them in many different ways. 
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 When the man walked into Frank’s office, Frank sat down with him and said, “Now you 

are going to be away next weekend in New York – is that business of pleasure?” The man replied 

it was for the family vacation. Frank said, “I’ve never vacationed in New York City. What kind 

of things will you be doing.” The man responded that they would go to museums, see some 

Broadway shows and enjoy the restaurants. Frank asked, “My family has never done that, how 

much does something like that cost?” The man responded that he thought they would probably 

spend at lest $2,000. 

 At that point Frank reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the OGHS envelope, and 

looking at the man, he said, “And you gave just $5 to help people who have lost everything, 

members of their families, their belongings and their homes? Would you like to re-think that?” 

The man swallowed and indicated that he would. He took the envelope and the $5 and that week 

the church received an envelope from the man with a check for $500 to One Great Hour of 

Sharing.” 

 We have the power to help people, as Jesus did, see things in a radically new way. 

 WHY do we need to address and overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and 

leaders? 

 BIBLICAL IMPERATIVE. A second reason why we need to address and overcome our 

reluctance is that it is a BIBLICAL IMPERATIVE. This is perhaps best illustrated in a true story 

from one of our congregations that was searching for a new minister. And so it was that this 

church was interviewing a potential candidate for minister of their church. The candidate, as is so 

prevalent in our denomination today, was a second career person. He had been a very successful 

businessman for over 20 years and then followed a sense of call into seminary. All of this time 

he had been very involved in this congregation, so there was no moss growing behind his ears. 

 The interview followed its usual pattern with the candidate responding to questions. But 

at the end of the interview, this candidate did something different. He proceeded to interview the  

committee. He picked up the congregational profile and said to the committee, "Now what is it  
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that you mean when you refer here to ‘freedom of the pulpit’?” 

 Now we know how congregational committees work. There was silence around the table. 

Two people coughed. Two or three chairs scraped on the linoleum floor. And then the chair of 

the committee said, “That means that you can preach and teach about anything you 

want….except money.” 

 In response, this pastor just looked at the committee and then he said, “Tell me, what  

kind of bible do you have up on your lectern?” The committee just stared at him. And he 

repeated, “I mean it, what kind of bible do you have up on your lectern?” And the committee 

looked at each other and finally admitted that they did not know. “Well,” said the candidate, 

“would you mind bringing that bible down here so we could look at it?” The committee looked 

at the candidate and the candidate looked at the committee. And finally, two members of the 

committee got up to go and get the bible. 

 Now, they happened to be two men because the bible in this congregation was a King 

James Version – one of those 12 inch thick, 200 pounders. And they were gone a good bit of 

time. It seems that that bible had been on that lectern for so long that the leather had adhered 

itself to the wood on the lectern. And they had to apply some bit of force to remove it. They then 

carried it down and put it on the table in front of the candidate.  

 And then for the next 8 or 9 minutes the candidate proceeded to go through that bible one 

page at a time. He began at Genesis 1:1 and proceeded all the way through Revelation. And 

when he got to the end he said, “I don’t understand it. You haven’t cut a thing out of that Bible.” 

They just stared at him. He said, “If you really don’t want me to talk about money and 

possessions, you are going to have to cut out about one eighth of this bible, because one eighth of 

it talks about how you use your money and possessions in direct relationship to what you say you 

believe.” 

 A couple of days later the candidate received a letter from the committee saying that he 

was still under consideration and it had been a most thought provoking evening! Now this is not 
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as far fetched a story as you might think. One of the earliest deists was Thomas Jefferson. And, 

as you know, Jefferson literally cut out those things in both the Old and New Testament that he 

held not to be true. Now if your congregation uses the scripture and you have yet to follow 

Jefferson’s lead, here is what you will find between the covers in relation to stewardship: 1 verse 

out of 8 talks about the relationship between faith and how you use your money and possessions; 

of the 10 commandments, 3 provide instruction on how you use your money and possessions; of 

the 38 or so parables in the New Testament, 16 deal with the relationship between what you say 

you believe and how you use your money and possessions; of everything that Jesus talks about, 

the second most frequently mentioned topic is money and possessions. And if you wonder why 

money and possessions are referred to so often in the bible, I would simply pose to you the 

question: what do you think is the number one reason for family conflict in the community in 

which you minister? The answer is, of course, money.  

 The Bible, Jesus and the prophets are not at all reluctant to talk about money and 

possessions and neither should we! 

 THEOLOGICAL IMPERATIVE. A third reason why we need to address and overcome 

our reluctance to speak about money and financial development is a theological imperative: how 

we understand the God of all creation. Join me as I take you to a place that might, at first, 

surprise you – Luke 15: 11-32, the Parable of the Prodigal Son. And I want to give credit to Dr. 

Kenneth Bailey for helping us, in his book The Cross and the Prodigal, to understand what is 

really going on in this parable and the profound truth that it gives to us about the nature of our 

God. For over 20 years, Kenneth Bailey served as professor of New Testament at the Near East 

School of Theology which is located in Beirut, Lebanon. An ordained Presbyterian minister, 

Bailey speaks nearly every Semitic language in the area fluently. (Interestingly enough, Kenneth 

Bailey is also the uncle of Peter Makari, UCC Executive for Europe and the Middle East with 

Wider Church Ministries.) And in a lecture delivered some years ago in this country, Bailey 

helps us to understand what is being said about God in this powerful parable. 
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 It is unheard of, even to this day, according to Bailey, for a Semitic youth to ask for his 

inheritance before his father’s death. This is an unacceptable request. It is tantamount to a young 

man saying to his father: “Drop dead, Dad!” And for any child who would even think to make 

this request, it carries with it some deadly consequences. 

 And so when Jesus tells this story in front of not only his disciples, but also the Pharisees 

and the doctors of the law, when he gets to this point in the story we can imagine a hush falls 

over the crowd. You can almost hear the crowd say, “No……that is unthinkable1” 

 But Jesus goes on. Faced with this request from his son, the text tells us that this father 

“divided his estate between them.” What the text does not tell us, but what we can imagine is that 

the father did so with eyes downcast and with a brokenness in his heart for a boy he has raised 

and whom he loves who has rejected his father and who has simply walked away. 

 And then, according to the story, the boy leaves the village and goes and lives it up! He 

sells all of his property and turns it into cash and squanders it in reckless living. But then, as so 

often happens in these story lines, the 2000 stock market boom evaporates and the country is 

thrown into recession. And I love the way that the New English version of the Bible puts it when 

it says, ‘(the boy) began to feel the pinch!” 

 There was no work, he had spent all his money. He was not with his family and even if 

he was he had just told them to drop dead. He had just painted himself into a corner from which  

there appeared to be on escape. And he had only two options: either starving to death or working 

at a task reserved for only the most desperate in Jewish society – working on a farm taking care 

of the filth of hogs. 

 Now in the Jewish religious culture of that day – and in orthodox Judaism to this day – 

there is no more odious, demeaning and debasing task than to be forced to take care of the filth 

of hogs. I mean this boy was right on the edge. As far as the farmers were concerned this boy and 

the hogs were one in the same.  
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 And so it was out of these desperate circumstances that the boy said to himself, “How 

many of my father’s paid servants have more food than they can eat, and here am I, starving to 

death! I will set off and go to my father, and say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against God and 

against you; I am no longer fit to be called your son; treat me as one of your paid servants.’ So he 

set out for his father’s house.” Now to us, this might all sound reasonable. Just like all of us 

when we were young, this man has blown it and is going back to beg his father’s forgiveness. It 

would appear to be the birth of some maturity in the young man. 

 But if that is our response, says Bailey, we do not have a clue what is happening. For you 

see, in the Semitic culture when you ask your father for your inheritance, when you tell him to 

drop dead, you sign your own death sentence. You can, quite literally, never go home again. For 

if you attempt to go home again to beg for forgiveness from your father, the members of your 

village, upon seeing you, will perform the “keshash ceremony.” They will run for a large jar full 

of burnt grain that is found to this day at the center of every Semitic village and they will run into 

your path and they will break it in front of you and they will take the ash and smear it all over 

your face and arms and hands and legs and you will be marked. No one, not even your parents, 

can speak to you or acknowledge your existence. No one can give you any good to ear or any 

water to drink. You will starve to death in front of the whole village. 

 You have been shunned. Therefore, when this young man decides to go back to his 

father, he is choosing to die in front of his own village rather than to die in anonymity. 

 And it is for that reason that the text tells us that “while he was still a long way off his 

father saw him, and his heart went out to him. And he ran to meet him…” You bet he ran! For 

when the father sees that boy approaching the village he knows that if does not get to him before 

the villagers do and perform the keshash ceremony that there is absolutely nothing he can do to 

stop that boy from starving to death before his very eyes. 

 And so the text tells us that the father ran. But to any Semitic audience then or now that is 

inconceivable. Arabic men never run. And the reason is that if they do they will expose their 
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ankles which is as embarrassing in their culture as total nakedness is in ours. And it is for that 

reason that in the Koran there is a passage that refers to the gentle sway of an Arab’s robe. And 

furthermore, have you ever tried to run in your pulpit robe? The only way to do it is to grab your 

robe and pull it up. 

 And that’s just what the father did. He sees his boy coming. And so he does the 

unthinkable. He pulls up his robe and runs toward him. And as he runs through the village, the 

villagers hoot and laugh. “Look at that silly old man, ha!!” Women turn to one another and 

smirk. People ridicule him by saying, “I always knew he was an old fool.” 

 But the father endures the ridicule and the laughter and the derision and he gets to that 

boy before the villagers do. And in his protective care the boy is safe. And he walks through the 

village, through the cold and icy stares of judgment to take the boy home. And when he gets to 

his home he says, “Let’s have a party! This boy who was lost to me, now is found. Quick, fetch a 

robe, my best one, and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and shoes on his feet. Bring the 

fatted calf and kill it and let us have a feast to celebrate this day. For this son of mine was dead 

and has come back to life; he was lost and is found.” 

 With these words, Jesus confronts his audience then – and now – with an understanding 

of a God far greater than we are every prepared to receive. “You want to know what our God is 

like?” says Jesus to his audience, “then you look at this silly old man who will risk his own self-

respect, who will invite the taunts, and laughter and anger of his community because he cannot 

help but love you and he cannot help but give to you not only all that you have, but also your 

very life!” That is the God of Abraham and Moses and Jacob. This is our God, the one that I 

have come to reveal. 

 It is in this story that Jesus helps us to understand that it is in this God – the God revealed 

in Jesus Christ that we encounter a Supreme Being whose primary characteristic is an undeniable 

need to love and to give. 

 An undeniable need to love and to give. 
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 And what Jesus is trying to communicate to us is that what is true of God is true of us as 

well. When we read in Genesis that we are created in “God’s own image,” what that means is 

that we are, quite literally, a chip off the old block. What has been imbedded so deeply into our 

genes that no electronic microscope can ever see it is a need to love and to give in no less 

generous a way than as the father God in this wonderful parable in the Gospel of Luke. And the 

thing about this need is that when we nurture it and allow it to prevail in our lives it gives us a 

sense of wholeness and fullness and fulfillment that nothing else ever can. For we are doing what 

we were created to do best. Our human inheritance from the God revealed in Jesus Christ is an 

undeniable need to love and to give. 

 INCARNATIONAL  IMPERATIVE. Why do we need to address and overcome our 

reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders? A fourth reason is what I would like to call the 

incarnational imperative – our fundamental Christological understanding that in Jesus Christ we 

encounter a presence that is fully human, yet fully divine, what to our sense of logic is a total 

mystery. It is the understanding that we cannot separate the spiritual from the physical, money 

being one of the most physical and tangible things in our lives. And yet, from the beginning, the 

Church has constantly been challenged by a dualism that attempts to separate spirit from body, 

thereby disemboweling the power of the incarnation. 

 I trust that some of you may remember from your seminary education what is known as 

the Ebionitic – Docetic controversy. Does that strike a familiar note? You will remember that for 

the first five centuries of the Church’s existence there was a great difference of opinion about 

who this Jesus of Nazareth was. There was no understanding at that time of what we understand 

today to be “orthodox Christology.” Rather, there were two prevailing schools of thought: the 

Ebionitic School and the Docetic School. 

 For the Ebionites, Jesus was understood to be a fully human person who they would 

describe as being not fully God, but “very holy.” For the Docetists, Jesus is fully God, but 

instead of understanding Jesus as fully human, they hedged by saying that he was one who came 
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in the form of human shadows. In the 5th century, along came the Council of Chalcedon whose 

judgment was “pox on both your houses.” Their judgment was that Jesus was fully human and 

fully God. In their culture then and in our culture today that was not logical. Indeed, the Council 

understood it to be a mystery. 

 It was an understanding that in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, in coming to us in the 

mystery of fully God and fully human, that God declares that there is absolutely nothing in our 

lives– absolutely nothing – that is outside of God’s sovereignty! In the incarnation, God is 

present in all things. 

 Today, while the Ebionitic tradition is not predominant, it can be seen in some forms of 

Unitarianism and new age religions. However, the claim that I want to make is that many of our 

congregations are populated by what I would like to call “closet Docetists.” These are 

congregations where lay members say, “Pastor, you deal with the spiritual things; we laity will 

deal with the physical things – like the building and the budget and contributions and invested 

funds.” And the sad thing for me was that in the first years of my ministry I bought into this 

Christological miscalculation! But what I have learned is that whenever we allow the physical to 

be separated from the spiritual, we disembowel the power of the Incarnation.  

 In his book Sharing Possessions, Mandate and Symbol of Faith, Professor Luke Johnson 

reflects on this situation when he says, “A central theme in the Bible is the unity of body and 

spirit, possessions and life. This theme was clearly present until the appearance of Hellenism in 

Christianity when there began to develop a separation between that which was physical from that 

which was spiritual. According to Dr. Douglas Hall, ‘Paul seems to harbor a typical Hellenistic 

distaste for matter and the body and vows that if he had his way he would depart the world 

immediately and be with the Lord.’ The development of this duality is felt even today by pastors 

who are placed in the role of being ‘spiritual leaders’ by their congregations and are essentially 

told to leave the physical things, like the raising of money, to the laity. This is unfortunate 

because the moment the pastor no longer deals with the ‘physical’ aspects of life, money 
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certainly being a main interest, his or her relevance to a large part of the parishioner’s life and 

concerns is removed.” (Langerhans, p. 1) 

 But when a church behaves incarnationally and understands that there is nothing that can 

escape the sovereignty of God, amazing things can happen. Some of you will recognize the name 

of Rev. Tom Dipko. Tom not only was the Executive of the former Board of Homeland 

Ministries and the Conference Minister of the Ohio Conference, but he was also a pastor in the 

Massachusetts Conference. And while he was there, he accepted the call to three inner city 

churches that were all in decline in both membership and financial support. But when he left 

each of those churches, membership and attendance had been reversed and income had increased 

by hundreds of percentage points. When I joined the Massachusetts Conference and saw the 

record of what had happened, I called Tom up in Cleveland and asked to take him out to lunch. 

 “What was it,” I asked Tom, “that you did in each of these churches that led to such a 

transformation?” And here is what he told me. In every church in which he was interviewed, he 

made it clear that to serve in that church he would insist on knowing the giving record of every 

participant. If the church did not feel it could divulge that information, he thanked them for the 

interview and left. 

 When he would arrive at each church, he would examine the giving levels of the 

parishioners and he would make a list of the top 25% of the donors. He would add to this list 

people who were not in the top dollar amount, but whose giving in relation to income put them in 

the top proportional givers. And then once every week he and his wife would invite each of these 

donors or donor couples to lunch, where Tom would engage them in conversation about the 

mission of the church and their hopes and visions. At the appropriate time, Tom would then 

share what he and his wife were giving to the church and what they planned to increase their 

giving in the coming year. And they would then challenge their luncheon partners to grow their 

giving accordingly. And in each case, the giving to that church shot up exponentially. 
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 I said, “Tom, didn’t some people take exception to this practice?” And he said, “Yes, but 

God was calling them to another church!” “Who taught you to do this?” “No one,” he said, “It 

just came to me naturally. When the power of the incarnation is honored, when it is understood 

that the spiritual and the physical are dialectically related, it is amazing what can happen.  

 ANTHROPOLIGICAL IMPERATIVE. Why do we need to address and overcome our 

reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders? A fifth reason is the anthropological imperative 

that we find in Deuteronomy 5:21 – “You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife; you shall not set 

your heart on your neighbor’s house, his land, his slave, his slave-girl, his ox, his ass, or anything 

that belongs to him.” It can be argued that the post-modern global economy is based on 

covetousness. At the very least I think we can all admit that the barrage of advertising that we are 

accustomed to in this country is to encourage us to covet things that we do not have. And when 

we covet, we engage in sin. 

 The person who has most powerfully unlocked this concept for me is Professor Luke 

Timothy Johnson in his book Sharing Possessions: Mandate and Symbol of Faith. For Johnson it 

is the confusion between BEING AND HAVING. Or to put it another way, “do we possess our 

possessions, or do our possessions posses us?”  

 Johnson writes “The way we use, own, accrue material things symbolized and expresses 

our attitude and response to ourselves, the world around us, other people, and most of all God… 

The real difficulty regarding possessions lies in what they mean to us.  The real mystery 

concerning possessions is how they relate to our sense of identity and worth as human beings. 

The real sin related to our possessions has to do with the willful confusion of being and having.” 

(Langerhans, p. 3) 

 Instead of understanding our self-worth to be a function of the fact that we are a child of 

God, we fall prey to measuring our self worthy by what we have. It is this form of idolatry that 

the 10th commandment refers to and is rampant in our society. In his book, The Millionaire Next 

Door, author Thomas Stanley admits to being curious about how so many families could afford 
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the new, $200,000, $300,000 and $400,000 houses being built in suburbs all across the country. 

As part of his research he would drive into one of these suburbs at night and peak into the 

windows. What he discovered is that many of these houses have only one or two rooms of 

furniture. When these families entertain, they have to rent the furniture for the weekend! 

 If we wonder what it was the led to the recent collapse on Wall Street fueled by sub-

prime loans, we need only to look in the mirror! Propelled by the illusion that their self worth is a 

function of what they have, families by the thousands ignored simple economic prudence to 

purchase what they could not afford. And lenders, more than happy to conspire in this idolatry, 

were made rich by their foolishness. We might want to blame our recent troubles on the captains 

of finance, but if our culture did not really believe the false gospel that their self worth is a 

function of what they have we would not be in the mess we are in. This is not so much an 

economic problem as it is a problem of human beings who have ignored the last, but one of the 

most powerful of the Ten Commandments, at their own peril. 

 And what this idolatry does to individuals and families, it also does to nation states like 

our own. Johnson says, “When the world is regarded as the means to worth and when other 

people are defined as competitors for worth, and when the only way to measure the relative ranks 

of our being and worth is by what we possess, then my only logical response to other human 

beings is expressed in the body language of the clenched fist. The fist seizes what it can, closes 

fiercely upon it, protects it rigidly, and threatens any one who would open it.” (Langerhans, p. 4-

5)  Gandhi is reported to have said, “There is more than enough to meet human need. There is 

never enough to meet human greed.” If we really believe that our worth is a function of what we 

have, it is the clenched fist and greed that follows. 

 SALVATION IMPERATIVE. Finally, the reason why we need to address and overcome 

our reluctance as Christian stewards and leaders is a salvation imperative. At the end of his 

career my father earned his living as a head hunter for business and corporate leaders. In the 

process, he met a woman who was reputed to be one of the most successful executive recruiters 
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in the country. Her specialty was in finding corporate presidents, chief financial officers and 

chief operating officers for the largest corporations in the country. 

 If she were to represent you, she required that you give to her three things. First, a copy 

of your profession profile or vita. Secondly, examples of products or entities that you have 

created or produced. And finally, she required having your checkbook stubs from the previous 

two years. It was her contention that those check book stubs told more about the character of the 

person she was representing than anything else.  

 Now that leads me to the conclusion that all of us have a date with the God of all 

Creation who just might want to look at the check book stubs of our life. And what would God 

find? I trust it might be one thing for people who never made a commitment to God or to the 

church. But what about those of us who inhabit our local congregations and, upon joining our 

churches, make two promises to God and to us: to love the Lord our God with all their heart and 

soul and mind and to support the mission and ministries of your local congregation?  

 As authorized ministers in the United Church of Christ, we have been given the authority 

and power to help open people’s eyes to the biblical, theological, incarnational, anthropological 

and salvation imperatives to understand the dialogical relationship between money and 

possessions and faith, HOW then do we overcome our reluctance as Christian stewards and 

leaders? What steps can we take to change the outcome of the Reluctant Steward Revisited from 

2002 to 2012? 

1. First, you need to begin with yourself and your family’s attitudes about money and 

possessions. There is one person over whom you have more control than anyone else and that 

is yourself. Luckily, the Pension Boards of the United Church of Christ is introducing in the 

coming year a new set of seminars designed to help clergy not just at the end of their careers, 

but even more importantly, at the beginning. One of these seminars will be on Clergy 

Financial Planning and I want to encourage you, wherever you are in your career to attend. 
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Learnings in Clergy Financial Planning sessions can be both humorous and profound. I 

can recall the instructor saying to the 20 or so clergy and spouses or partners, “I want 

everyone to stand and I don’t want anyone to equivocate. Either you go to one end of the 

room or the other. I want all of you who are savers to go to this end of the room and I want 

all of those of you who are spenders to go to the other end of the room.” Looking at the 

savers, he said, “Alright, how many of your savers have your spouse or partner at the same 

end of the room. We’re not going to worry about you. Now, how many of you savers have 

your spouse or partner at the other end of the room? I bet you have some interesting 

conversations, don’t you?” And then, turning toward the spenders, he said, “How many of 

you spenders have your spouse or partner at the same end of the room? You we’re going to 

pray for!” 

Learnings can also be profound. In response to the complaint from a clergy couple that 

they would not be able to send their kids to the same kind of liberal arts college they had 

attended, this same instructor said, “I want to tell you something and it is probably not going 

to make you very happy. All of you in this room are in the top 5% of the wage earners in the 

world. It’s just that you are at the bottom of that top 5%. So you have to be unusually 

creative at how you earn extra income and how you save and invest it!” 

If you have never done it before, sit down at your computer and write your own “money 

autobiography,” entitled “My Life With Money.” You might ask yourselves questions like 

“Who was my most influential teacher about money and possessions?” “What values or 

practices did they teach me?” “What do I still continue to practice and which have I 

abandoned.” What is it about money and possessions that makes me most afraid and 

anxious?” One occasion for grappling with these kind of questions is a Ministry of Money 

weekend seminar. The Ministry of Money is the only nation-wide ministry of Church of the 

Savior in Washington, D.C. I have participated and found it to provide important insights as a 

pastor and teacher. 
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I think we have all heard it said that the most powerful sermon is not the one that we 

preach, but the one that we live. To what degree is your and your family’s grappling with 

money – spending it – saving it – giving it – being perplexed by it  - a model for those in 

your congregation?  

2. For those of us who are ordained, we were set apart to preach, teach and administer the 

sacraments. The Bible is going to provide you with plenty of opportunity to address the 

interrelationship of how we use our money and possessions and what we REALLY believe. 

Those who are responsible for the lectionary that most of us use every Sunday have 

intentionally included at least one stewardship text every 8 weeks. Seize on that text! We 

estimate that every Sunday at least a quarter of your congregation comes to worship with 

financial concerns on their mind and heart. And in the current environment on Wall Street, 

we can guess that that percentage is even higher. 

I have found that the most effective people to speak about money and possessions, 

especially during a stewardship drive or campaign, are lay people. One of the impediments to 

our addressing the subject is that both we and the congregation know we have a vested self 

interest in the response to what we say. That is not so true of lay members. They tend to 

speak from the heart and can be heard in a different way. One stewardship Sunday I was 

invited in to preach as the “stewardship expert.” The church had done just what I had asked 

of them. They had lay people take two minutes to speak during the previous three Sunday 

worship services to share why they loved their church and why they intended to increase 

their giving. And now on this final Sunday, they had invited a long term member to speak, 

but right before my sermon! 

She was in her 80’s and approached the pulpit with the aid of a walker and two ushers. 

When she got in the pulpit, she grabbed hold of the sides and said, “I’m a little bit nervous.” 

Then she continued, “Many of you know that my late husband and I had six children. What 

only a few of you know is that we had a seventh child who died in child birth. Well, I went 
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into a deep depression in the hospital. And if it hadn’t been for three of our members who are 

here this morning, who visited me very day, I don’t know if I would have recovered. So 

when you ask me what the church means to me, it means my life! Raising six children didn’t 

leave much money in our house. But even with six children, my husband and I were 

determined to increase our pledge each year and it has given us great joy to do so. And I want 

you to know that joy.” 

As she left the pulpit, I turned to the pastor and poked him in the ribs and said, “I’ve got 

to follow that!!” 

One of the most strategic places to help people to begin thinking about the relationship 

between money and possessions is in that rite of passage that has been experienced by all of 

your members and which we know as the new membership class. And the strategy that I 

want to impart in you is that whichever class is devoted to how the church is financed and 

how people are invited to give, I urge you to remember three things. 

First, make absolutely no assumption that the people exploring becoming a part of your 

church fellowship have any idea of how the church is financed. Most do not really know and 

are genuinely surprised when they learn that it is the members of the church who provide the 

financial support.  

Secondly, remember that giving is habitual. If the people in your class are former Roman 

Catholics, as we believe at least 40% of our new members are, the giving habits that they 

have been taught to follow are the lowest in the United States! And, if the new members have 

never been involved in a church, guess what their giving habit is likely to be!! Unless you 

address the issue, they are more than likely to continue to give as they have in the past. 

Finally, while you have been called as pastor and teacher, your effectiveness as a teacher 

has already been compromised since you have a very vested self-interest in the response of 

your potential new members. That is not true of laity in your congregation. And so I always 

encourage clergy to find four to eight laity who have demonstrated their commitment to your 
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church and their belief in the practice of giving. Equip them to teach new members about 

giving.  

I will never forget a person in one church that asked me to help train their laity in 

teaching new members about stewardship. She was one of six people who had been invited to 

the meeting to consider teaching. Our first step was for each person to share their journey to 

commitment in the Christian faith. A college graduate and a successful CPA, she said that 

not been the case when she had first come to the church. She was a high school drop out who 

had married early, had children, and found herself to be in a physically abusive relationship. 

It took her months to get up her courage, but she finally went to a battered women’s shelter 

and had eventually been relocated to this community. The first Sunday that she and her 

children came to church she had absolutely nothing. The pastor and a Deacon took her under 

their wings. With their help she got her GED and finished two years of college and then 

became gainfully employed. “For three years,” she said, “the Deacons provided enough 

money for me to pay my rent and buy groceries. And that’s why today I not only tithe to the 

church, but every month, when we take the Deacon’s Assistance Offering, I put in a $100 bill 

in that envelope, in gratitude for what this church did for me.”  

I think we were there until 11:00 o’clock that night because each story was equally as 

inspiring – and I am sure in that one meeting that those members probably motivated one 

another enough to account for at least a 10% increase in giving to the church! It is in the 

witness of your laity and the ongoing preaching about money and possessions that the culture 

of a church’s giving can be changed. 

3. One of the primary imperatives to growing giving in a local church is the presence of secrecy 

about money and giving. Whenever I consult in a congregation and am told that certain 

records or certain reserve funds are never revealed to the congregation, I know that we have a 

problem. Secrets are never healthy. Secrets are never healthy. When a small group of people 
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in a church feel it is their prerogative to have power over funds that belong to the entire 

congregation, we have set the stage for conflict – either sooner or later. 

The same is true for your knowledge of what your parishioners give. When I teach  

      stewardship either in a seminary setting or to new seminary graduates I always tell them that  

      they need to know what their members give. If they are to be truly effective in providing  

      pastoral care, they need to see that parishioner through the lens of money and generosity. In 

      response, some will say to me, “But if I know what my members give, I might treat some of  

      them differently.” And my response is always the same. I hope you do treat them differently!  

       And the reason that I hope you treat them differently is that every member in your church  

       has taken two vows. The first is to love the Lord their God with all their heart and soul and  

       strength and the second is what – to support the church. 

 Now to my knowledge we do not have any shotgun membership liturgies in the United  

       Church of Christ – each of our members joins our church of their own free volition and each  

       affirms those two vows of their own free choice. But having made those vows, each one of u 

       us has a date with God, the Creator almighty, who just might want to know if we did with  

       our lives what we promised with our lips. And I don’t want to press too hard here, but when  

       each of we pastors has that encounter, God might just ask us what we did to help some of   

       our members live up to their vows.  

Now there are a good many churches in my own conference, and I suspect a good many  

      churches here in the Connecticut Conference, who will resist knowledge about individual  

      giving by you or your stewardship committee with a vengeance. It is unwise to try to win the  

      battle, only to lose the war. At the very least, get the permission for your financial secretary  

      or treasurer to alert you when a person or family’s giving has either dropped or gone up  

      precipitously. In either cased something has happened in that person or family’s life. It may  

      have something to do with the church, but more than likely it is reflective of something  

      happening in that family’s life and is a clue to you to be pastorally present. 
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4. Now, the final step that I want to suggest to you is that you avoid at all cost the natural 

proclivity to act defensively when asking for financial support from your congregation. From 

time to time I come across a person who will say, “All the church ever does is ask people for 

money!” Does that sound familiar? But do you know how I respond? I say, “You’re 100% 

right! And let me tell you why. Because until the day comes in this community that there are 

no children being abused, until the day comes that there are no families in conflict, until the 

day comes that there are no elderly being taken advantage of, we in the Church have work to 

do. And by the way, I just happen to have a pledge card for a mission of our church that I 

know you would be interested in supporting.” 

Never apologize for asking for money. Money is the fuel that helps us in the church to  

     accomplish our mission. What we are asking for is not money for us and not money for the  

    church, but money for the church’s mission. And we know that when people become liberated  

    to give, they are doing what they were created to do best. 

CLOSING 

It is this truth that is at the heart of one final story that claims to be centuries old and 

which comes from the very marrow of the Judaic tradition in which Jesus was raised and 

nurtured. It is another story about two brothers and their father.  

 In this story the father is an upright Jew who loves the Torah. And he has two sons. One 

of the sons is married and has been blessed with many children. The second son, however, has no 

children and has never been married but has been blessed by wealth. 

 One afternoon the father calls for his two sons. When they arrive he tells them that the 

illness that has plagued him for many years has culminated and he fears that he will die that 

night. Therefore, he wishes to give them their inheritance. That very morning, with his last bit of  

strength he and his servant traveled to the middle of his property and drove a stake in his field  

dividing his property equally between his two sons. The father then dies. 
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 That evening both sons are wracked with grief and find it difficult to sleep. And one 

wakes up and says to himself, “Here I have no children an my needs are so small. And there is 

my brother with all those children and mouths to fee. I will get up in the middle of this night and 

go and move the stake so as to give my brother a greater share of my father’s property. 

 Likewise, the other brother could not sleep and says to himself, “Here I am with so many 

children who will provide for me and for my wife until our death. And there is my brother with 

no one to take care of him. I will get up in the middle of this night and go and move the stake so 

as to give my brother a greater share of my father’s property that he might be taken care of in his 

old age. 

 And so it was that both brothers groped blindly through the darkness where, upon 

approaching the stake, they recognized each other and embraced one another and wept with one 

another. 

 And so it is, as the story goes, it is on that very spot that they founded Jerusalem! 

 An undeniable need to love and to give. Finding its origins in the beginning of creation, 

we encounter a God who cannot help but give – a God that so loves this world and provides to 

this day for each of us so many good things. 

 Now, come 2012, I hope because of your help and leadership that the Lilly Endowment 

will do a third study. But this time, I hope it will be titled “From Reluctance to Abundance, the 

New Steward for the New Century.” 

 

 

 


