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OPENING THE PACKAGES; STEWARDSHIP

October 1, 2006

Imagine that it is Christmas morning. Now imagine that you are looking at the Christmas tree; see the lights and the ornaments. Now look under the tree and see a very large trunk that is filled with packages. The trunk and every package in it is a gift to you. It is a single present, a single gift and at the same time it is a trunk full of packages each of which must me unwrapped individually. While in a moment’s time, you may accept the gift, the trunk full of packages; it could easily take a life time to open all of the packages. 
Today, we are starting a series of sermons that focus on stewardship. And the picture of stewardship that I want to suggest is this: Stewardship is taking care of the blessings that God gives us. We open a package, we delight in the gift and we take care of it as a gift from God – that is stewardship. 

So let’s see what is in the trunk. Let’s open a present from God. 

Let me begin with a personal memory.  We start in a little concrete block church in the center of a little town in Florida, 1956. The worship service has just concluded and the people go to their cars, form a caravan, and drive together to a place where the country road crosses The Big Charlie Creek.  They walk down the bank and gather on the small sandy beach. 

I am wearing Levi’s and a white tee shirt. My friend Tommy Jones (not the actor) sits on the beach and removes his prosthetic leg, the results of a rattlesnake bite that he suffered in infancy. A deacon prays and the group sings “Shall We Gather at the River.”  The preacher, my father, wades into the water and finds a place where the sandy bottom is firm and clean and the flow of the water is constant. He preaches a short sermon that describes the meaning of baptism and then he invites Tommy and me to join him in the warm moving waters of that peaceful creek. 
Now I am standing next to the preacher. This is one of the few moments in my life that my father was more “preacher” to me than “father.” We are facing the congregation across the small creek and the question is asked, “Joe, are you professing Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?” 
I answer, “Yes.”

He places one hand on my back and with the other he firmly grasps my wrist and begins to gently lay me back into the gently flowing waters. And he says, “In honor of your profession of faith and in obedience to the commandment of Christ my Lord, I baptize you my brother in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

Gently, but firmly, I am pressed down until I have been fully submersed, immersed, in the water. When I have been fully covered over, he lifts me up until I can regain my own balance and stand up and begin my short walk back to the bank and the good people of the Zolpho Springs Baptist Church.  One or two “Amens” are spoken and I see tears in my mother’s eyes. The mood is both serious and joyful. The faces of the people tell me that something important has just happened, something that will forever mark me in my journey of life. I barely understand. I am at the beginning of the journey of life and faith. But the people on the shore understand well. My journey had forever been altered. 

So, what has just happened?  In baptism, I have publicly accepted the trunk full of gifts. It has taken a life-time to open all of the packages but in that baptismal moment, I acknowledged the gift from God. 

Let me describe this in Baptist tradition. Among Baptists, baptism happens after a freely made decision to accept the gift of salvation that has been given to us in Jesus Christ and to follow him as a disciple. First we make the decision and then we are baptized as a public testimony to that decision. 

Let me return to my own story. I made the decision to accept Christ in a church camp a few weeks before I was baptized.  My parents’ desires were clear; they had sent me to the church camp. At the same time, it was made very clear that this was a decision that I had to make and that nobody else could or would be allowed to make it for me. My parents and my church believed, as I believe, that faith that is not freely chosen is not faith at all. Faith that is coerced is only a way of coping with coercion. 

In accepting Jesus as “Lord and Savior” I choose to accept the gift of his salvation and all of the packages that come with it. The following week, I made that decision public in church and was baptized shortly after that. 

And what does this have to do with stewardship?  Everything!  Stewardship is simply the practice of taking care of the gifts that have been given. Above all, stewardship is taking care of the gift of salvation. 

It is a little like Jill who is given a puppy. The puppy is hers to love and enjoy. The puppy is also hers to feed and walk and brush and train to live within the family home without making messes. For Jill, stewardship is taking care of the puppy. Can she ignore her stewardship? Yes, but to do so will diminish the value of the gift and maybe even destroy the joy and love the puppy could bring. 

So what is this gift called “salvation” that God gives to us in Jesus Christ?  At its core, salvation is what happens in discovering that God loves you and God wants you to love God back. At its core, salvation is what happens as your bond of love with God is established and then grows. 

So what happens?  Obviously no word or picture or book can capture it but if I had to choose a single synonym, it would be the word “wholeness.”  Salvation is the spiritual wholeness that comes through a personal relationship with God. 

It is the vitality that delights in the beauty of this world; that sees the handiwork of God in the beauty of the sunset and in reds, oranges and yellows of the autumn leaves. It is the vitality that delights in the smile of the child and in the achievements of those we love. It is the vitality of gratitude for the pure wonder of life itself. 

And when life turns tough, it is the vitality that says, “Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will not fear for you are with me.” 

I think of a man that I met only once, William Sloan Coffin, who served for a time as the pastor of the Riverside Church in New York City. His beloved son was killed in an automobile accident. Shortly after the funeral, Coffin returned to the pulpit at Riverside to memorialize his son. On the one hand he said that he did not believe that God had taken his son. God doesn’t do that. And he confessed his broken heart. He said that “grief is an experience of the absence of God” and quoted Jesus himself, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Even Jesus knew the experience of God’s absence! 

And then, in sorrow, he confessed his faith, “And finally I know that when Alex beat me to the grave, the finish line was not Boston Harbor in the middle of the night. If a week ago last Monday a lamp went out, it was because, for him at least, the Dawn had come.
“So I shall – so let us all – seek consolation in the love which never dies, and find peace in the dazzling grace which always is.”  (William Sloan Coffin, “Eulogy for Alex”” pbs.org/now/printable/transcript_eulogy_print.html)
“The love which never dies….the dazzling grace which always is;” That is the source of spiritual vitality, the source of salvation itself.
And our stewardship, what is that? It is nothing other than nurturing that love and drinking from the well of dazzling grace. It is taking care of the gift that is ours.
And how do we do that?  We just do it!  Prayer, worship, Bible study, acts of kindness and generosity, deeds of mercy, seeking justice for all, Christian fellowship, there are many ways to take care of our salvation.

This is where your stewardship begins; taking care of your salvation, taking care of the gifts that God gives. 

May God make good stewards of us all. 
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