Good morning everyone.  For those who may not know me, I’m Mark Flinchbaugh.  I am also co-chairman of the stewardship committee this year.  Carol Barker did a great job last week introducing you to Consecration Sunday and sharing a little about her stewardship journey.  I would like to share some thoughts with you as well.

In preparation for talking to you today, I reviewed my discussion from last year.  It occurred to me that one of the reasons we chose the Consecration Sunday program this year is that it follows the same principles that we believe in at Prince of Peace… we don’t give because we feel that we have to, we give out of gratitude towards God for what he has given us; we don’t give so that we can meet a fiscal budget or to solely support programs at the church through a fundraising campaign, we give because it is an important part of our spiritual relationship with God.  The goal of secular fundraising is to raise dollars for a worthy cause.  The goal of Christian stewardship is to faithfully manage all that God gives us, so that God can use our gifts to transform us spiritually and reach out to others with Jesus’s transforming love.     

Last year I asked you to focus on two areas.  The first was to consider what stewardship means in your life and to take time to pray about it… really take the time to pray about it.  The second was to make an effort to grow in your giving.  I think that both of those ideas are every bit as important this year.

I would like to take a moment to share a story with you that has being weighing very heavily on my heart.  Several months ago, Rand suggested a few Christian books as good summertime reads.  One of them was Philip Yancey’s book called, “Prayer”.  There was a story in this book about a man who had a terminal disease.  After spending a very angry night attacking God for the situation he was in, he asked to see a priest.  When the priest got to his room, the man explained that he thought he had destroyed his relationship with God because of his rants from the night before.  The priest asked the man a question, “what do you think is the opposite of love?”  The man said, “hate.”  The priest responded by saying, “the opposite of love is not hate, it is indifference.”  The context of this story in the book was thoughtful and interesting, but it hit me really hard in a different context.  The words, “the opposite of love isn’t hate, it is indifference”, resonated with me for weeks and are still resonating with me today.  I started to think about all the things in my life that I am indifferent about.  Maybe I am being critical about what I consider indifference, but I don’t think so.  I looked at important things that are going on in the world where I have personally taken little or no action.  Although in theory, I might care about these things, what am I really doing about them to make a difference?  Am I even devoting any time to pray about these issues?  I’ll name a few on my list, but there are a lot more… I thought about the environment; I thought about world hunger; I thought about poverty; I thought about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan… most of these issues are so far away from my every day life, that my world goes on without giving them much thought at all.  Indifference is the word that has been weighing very heavily on my heart.
I truly believe that stewardship is a very important part of our Christian journey.  We are all stewards of the gifts that God provides.  Stewardship should not be an area of our lives that we are indifferent about.  What we do with our gifts matters to God.  It should matter to us as well.  I do not want to suggest what any of you should be giving.  That is between you and God.  But please, take time to prayerfully consider what God is calling you to do.  I love the song that repeats the verse over and over, “what does the Lord require of me, what does the Lord require of me?”  When I ask that to myself, I fear that I am not living life the He wants for me… and what He wants is what’s best for me.

In your bulletin is an insert that I would like you all to look at for a moment.  On the front is a step chart that shows where our giving is as a congregation.  There is also a question, “will you grow one step this year?”  You can look at the chart and see where you are currently.  Growing a step could be the equivalent of a cup of coffee per week, a dinner out per month or a round of golf every couple months.  Only you know what it takes to grow.  Like so many other areas of our relationship with God, growth is important.  
On the back of the card is a chart that you can use to grow towards the Biblical tithe and beyond.  The left hand column shows a range of weekly incomes.  As you move across the chart to the right, you can find your weekly pledge.  At the top of that column is a giving percentage.  During the next two weeks, I’m sure that we will pondering the questions, “what percentage of my income is God calling me to give?”  These 2 resources have been provided to help you in the evaluation of your pledge this year.  Hopefully you will find them useful.
I will now ask the ushers to pass out the reservation cards.  As Carol mentioned last week, October 26th is an important date.  That is Consecration Sunday.  As part of the celebration for Consecration Sunday, we will be having a brunch after the 8AM and 10AM services.  This will be a catered event and we hope that everyone will be there.  I will give you a few minutes to fill out the cards and then the ushers will come by to collect them.  Filling out a reservation card will make things much easier for the stewardship committee.  Every card that we receive today equates to at least one less follow up phone call we need to make.  We really appreciate your support.

In closing, I would like to leave you with one additional thought on a subject that I am sure is effecting all of us.  I was very tempted to devote a good portion of my discussion today about how difficult the economy is right now and what a monumental task it would be to grow during this time.  I can’t imagine that there are any of us who have not been impacted by the downturn over the past several weeks in the stock markets and the overall economy.  Personally, I have been really worried about what the future holds.  Every day this week brought worse news.  But then I read Luke 12 verse 24: Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds!  God’s way is immeasurably better than the ways of our secular world.  Let’s open our hearts to hear what HE wants from us.
