Stewardship (Consecration Sunday)  – October 26, 2008
Tour was given of the barn where Satan keeps his seeds.  There were piles of seeds of discontent, seeds of envy, rage, materials, anger, unforgiveness, yet the largest pile was the seeds of discouragement.  “Why so many of those” one of the tourists asked?  “This seed will grow in any human heart” the guide responded.   At that moment the Devil appeared.  “A correction, there is one kind of heart I can’t get them to grow in.”   “What kind is that?”  “I cannot get the seeds of discouragement to grown in the heart of a grateful man or woman.”
Gratitude is the second most powerful human emotion behind faith in transforming peoples spiritual lives.  184 times in the scriptures we are commanded to be grateful.

Why?  Several reasons; 1. gratitude is the only appropriate response for a Christian to have. Why?  Because God is good, his blessings are all over the place, everything that comes our way is a gift, even through tragedies God can bring good.

A number of years ago I attended a 7 year olds birthday party.  He speed opened up present after present.  Never once did he slow down to thank anyone who had given him these gifts. No sign of appreciation.  His parents a bit embarrasses said “don’t you think you should thank the people who gave these to you?”  After a half hearted “thank you: his grandma asked “What did you think of the gift I gave you?”  And he said, “It’s kind of stupid” and ran off to play video games.  I came away from that party with two feelings; the first embarrassment for the parents, and the second a deep sadness for the grandparents because of the response this child gave.

Sometimes when God looks upon us this is how we must look to Him.  We look at all the blessings and sometimes our posture is disappointment because we don’t have enough. Or in prayer we forget to thank God when we come to him, instead we jump right into all the stuff we want next.  Many of us are disappointed in God because of circumstances and issues that we have prayed about that haven’t been answered in our timetable.  God says…”can’t you be grateful for what I have given to you?” “Everyday you wake up, everyday you fill you lungs with air, the fact that the cosmos exists, all that gives life is from me.”  This reality calls for an attitude of gratitude.

2.  Our gratitude blesses other people. #1 reason for unhappiness in the workplace?  Being underappreciated. Every once and awhile we all need to hear the two words that give life…..thank you. You might be the only person who does that for another person this day.
3.  Gratitude shapes us.  What we express, focus on shapes how we approach the rest of life. This is one of the basic messages of the Sermon on the Mount.  Gratitude helps free us from the worst disease in our society; self centeredness.

St. Paul says some very challenging things to us in scripture.  One challenge he gives to us is that as Christians we are to “give thanks in all things.”  “Come on Paul how can you give thanks to God in all circumstances?”   Paul lived what he spoke.  Stoning, beatings, imprisonment, shipwrecked, left for dead, abandoned by friends……..This is the man who say you should give thanks in all circumstances.
This idea of giving thanks in all things is also modeled by Jesus.  At the Last Supper he knows one of his followers will betray him, one will deny him,  he will be arrested, his friends will desert him, he will be nailed to a cross and die…and yet in the midst of all of that what does he do…..takes bread, and wine and gives thanks to God for all things. Thanks for God’s action in the past, for God’s action in the present, and thanks for what God would do in the future.  We call this the Eucharist (thanksgiving meal) and Jesus calls us to give thanks for what Jesus did for us.
Okay Paul is a Saint, Jesus is the messiah.  How can we do it?  Ordinary people do this as we develop an attitude which comes from acts of gratitude.  I remember visiting a man who was dying of cancer, and you know what he said to me….I am so thankful for what God has done in my life.  Russ Zarichny; I sat in the rubble of his home after the Northridge earthquake, and you know what he said…I am so thankful for what God has given me.  I walked away so humbled.  I walked away hoping that if I was in those circumstances I would have a grateful heart. How did they do that?  Here is what happens in God’s design, those men began with the intellect, make a decision to be grateful daily in their lives even though there were many times I sure they did not feel it. Then people articulate gratitude, make an act of gratitude…the more you act in gratitude the more you begin to feel it in your heart.  Starts here, here (lips) here (heart). That’s how they could do it. It became a spiritual discipline daily in their lives.
Conversion vs. Transformation what Jesus talks about in her Sermon on the Mount.  Conversion is seeing the right way….transformation is acting the right way.  To experience transformation a discipline needs to act in small ways, be it in forgiveness, or prayer, or anger, or in the way we use our possessions. Small steps that God can use moving us from seeing right to being right with God and neighbor.  
What are some of those small steps of discipline that can move us from conversion (seeing right) to transformation (being right).
1. Thank other people. (seems to be a thank you deficit out there). Maybe count every day the number of times you say thank you. Don’t add to the deficit.
2. Through prayer.  Begin with prayers of thanksgiving and end with the blessings of that day.  Focus for and look for God’s hand at work in your life and in the life of others.
3.  Worship.  Offer your worship to God. Be prepared when you come in here on Sunday morning.  Develop a spirit of expectation asking “what is God going to do in his house today?  How is God going to meet his people here?”  Not sitting and taking up space but worship as offering thanksgiving to God for all he has done, to honor God with your presence and your voice and your heart.

4.  Finally your offerings.  Today is Consecration Sunday. Hand out cards. St. Paul tells us in 2nd Corinthians that God loves a cheerful giver but sometimes during Stewardship time we add; but will accept from a grouch.  Tithe/thank offering in the Old Testament.  Also called the offering of well being…..  Today when you fill out the card you have at least two ways of looking at your offering:   1.My obligation, my dues to belong to the religious club, doing my part to pay the bills.  Okay I appreciate that level of commitment.  Here’s how I hope that everyone will someday look at it….2.  This gift on $ is just a tiny reflection of all the blessings we have received from the Lord. Turning that giving card in is an act of worship and praise.  Discipline of growing that one step in the card.  From knowing what is right to making a step toward doing what the Lord wants….for us to be identified above all as a generous and thankful people.

We take an offering by passing the plate every Sunday because it is an act of worship.  The offering is the time to say thank you to God and to offer our thanks on the altar in the substance of our lives. “Present yourselves as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”  Rom 12:1.
My prayer for you is that you might rejoice always, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances for this is the will of Jesus Christ concerning you.
Let us pray: How many times we have been like that child who failed to say thanks.  Who spent time focusing on what he didn’t get and forgot to give thanks for what he did get. Forgive us for that.  Forgive us for the times we don’t come to you with thanksgivings but only needs.  Forgive us for focusing on all that is wrong.  Help us to be people who begin and end our days with grateful praise.  Help us bless others, and to set them free.  Help us to rejoice always, to pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances.  And I pray as our stewardship season comes to a close that you would bless us for our commitments and that above all you would be honored in what we do this day.  In Jesus Name. Amen.
