10-11-09 Sermon
19th Sunday of Pentecost

Philemon 1:1-7

Mark 10:17-31

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Do you remember what it was like one year ago?
On Friday October 10, 2008 the headline in the Star Tribune said this; Fear Grips Wall Street.

There was good reason to be afraid as it appeared the financial infrastructure of this country was crumbling before our very eyes. I’m sure you remember the feeling.
One year ago this very Sunday I got into this pulpit and I also reminded each of you that are rich – rich in everything; in faith, in knowledge, in love and I’m curious; did you remember that message from last year? 
Did the riches of faith carry you through this past year?

This morning we begin our annual 3 week stewardship emphasis at Augustana and our theme comes from Philemon 1:6 – You are generous because of your faith. And I am praying that you will put your generosity to work; for in so doing you will come to an understanding of all the good things we can do for Christ.
· It is difficult to be generous when you are living in financial fear.

· It is difficult to be generous when you are living in the past and you think all that is good and true and right has been taken away.

· It is difficult to be generous when you have no faith or when your faith is narrow and cramped and self centered.
There is an interesting contrast in our two readings for this morning and I don’t know if you caught it or not.

Paul is in prison with a death sentence over his head and he writes a letter to Philemon to encourage him and to thank him for his witness – his faith and his generosity.

Paul tells Philemon in his letter how much joy and comfort he has received from Philemon’s love and Paul reminds Philemon that his kindness has refreshed the hearts of other people.

I’d love to meet Philemon. He stands in stark contrast to the man who comes to Jesus asking what he must do to inherit eternal life. This man is thinking only of himself and he defines salvation as right behavior lived out in the parameters of the commandments and the man is obviously quite proud of himself – “teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.”

But Jesus sees through his pride and self centeredness and points out to this man that he lacks one thing. He lacks a generous heart. Jesus tells him; go and sell all that you have and then come and follow me. And the man walks away from Jesus, very sad because he had many possessions.
If we are generous because of what we have we miss the point and we give be-grudgingly and reluctantly.
If we are generous because of what we have, we let our possessions dictate how much we are willing to share.

But if we are generous because of our faith – it is a person and not things or the lack of things which direct our actions. 
It is a person and not things or the lack of things that gets us through the eye of the needle. 
It is faith in Jesus that allows us to leave everything behind and follow him.

And it is only faith in Jesus Christ that allows us to put our generosity to work and to truly see all the good things we can do for Christ – as Jesus reminds us in Matthew 25 – when you do it to the least among us, you do it to me.

In 2 weeks you will be invited to make a commitment of time, talent and financial resources. 

Many of you think you make this commitment to Augustana but it is really a commitment to Jesus and let me remind you that it is called a faith commitment; not a law commitment.
It will be up to you to choose if you will be generous or not.

· If you choose to be generous - choose to be generous because of your faith in Jesus Christ.
· If you choose to be generous - choose to be generous because you truly understand all the good things we can do for Christ.

· If you choose to be generous - choose to be generous because you trust in the Lord.

· Don’t choose to be generous because you feel guilty or because of Pastor Aune or Pastor Torgerson or because we have a nice building and wonderful children’s ministry and great music and a great staff.
Choose to be generous because of your faith in a person; Jesus Christ – who died for you and rose for you and who will get you through the eye of the needle

[This is a Fred Craddock story]
Oswald Goulter spent 30 years as a missionary to China and he was under house arrest for 3 years. He would be released by the communists if he promised to go home. He said he would come home. He wired back, the missionary society sent him money for his transportation, and he took a ship. 

He went to India to catch a ship, and when he was  in the coastal city in India before leaving, he heard that there were a lot of Jews sleeping in the barn lofts in that city.

They’d been denied entrance to every country in the world except that one and they had gone inland and were living in barn lofts. It was Christmas time. Oswald Goulter went around to those barns and said to the Jews, “It’s Christmas. Merry Christmas!”

They said, “We’re Jews.”

He said “I know, but it’s Christmas.”

They said, “We don’t observe Christmas. We’re not followers of Christ. We’re Jews.”

He said, “I know. But what would you like for Christmas?”

“We don’t keep Christmas.”

“I know, but what would you like? If somebody gave you something for Christmas, what would you like?”

They said, “Well, we’d like some good German pastry.”

“Good.” So he went looking, and he finally found some German pastry at some shop in that city. After cashing his passage check, he took boxes of German pastry to these Jews and said, “Merry Christmas.”

Then he wired the missionary society and said, “I need a ticket home.”

When that story was being told, there was a young seminarian sitting in the front row, and he was absolutely incensed. He said to Dr. Goulter, “Why did you do that? They don’t believe in Jesus!”

And Dr. Goulter said, “But I do. I do”

[end of story]
You are generous because of your faith. And I am praying that you will put your generosity to work; for in so doing you will come to an understanding of all the good things we can do for Christ.
I do understand. I do.
