10-25-09 Sermon
Stewardship/Reformation Sunday

John 8:31-36

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen.

They are in worship just about every Sunday and I know part of their story and it is a story that is fairly common. In reality, it could be just about anyone of us – this story.
It is a story being repeated across the country in countless communities and in many of our churches. It is a story of a lost job, a medical issue, a home that is suddenly worth less than the mortgage and there is a serious financial crisis.
And keep in mind brothers and sisters; I’m not talking about lazy people here. I’m not talking about people who do drugs or lay around or who don’t care. I’m talking about hard working folk who are having a difficult time right now.

They are what we would so generically call “the working poor” as if that somehow defines them and puts them in a certain category.

I call them sisters and brothers in Christ because they are part of this faith community. They might even be sitting next to you this morning.

And their witness to me is that when the offering plate comes around on Sunday morning, they give a gift. The first time I noticed, I was touched and humbled.
Touched by the faith I witnessed and humbled by this act of generosity and freedom and I wondered; would I do the same if I was in a similar circumstance? I wondered if I would be as free as this person to respond with a gift when the future was so uncertain and stressful. It is a generous freedom that I witnessed.
This morning we come to the close of our annual stewardship drive at Augustana. We even call it a campaign which implies that we are marketing something and we even use marketing tools to help tell the story.
And ask any pastor who is doing the same thing in his or her church today and they would be lying if they didn’t tell you there is a lot at stake and it is an anxiety producing time for those in leadership roles; because we have a mission here as does every church that bears the name of Jesus Christ.

We have a ministry here that God has given to us.

We have people whose spiritual lives and well being are dependent upon what happens here.

We have people whose physical health and well being depends on what happens here.
We have people to whom we are compelled to tell the story of Jesus to and if we don’t do it, they won’t hear it and the consequences of that have eternal implications.

And it all depends on faith – the whole enterprise, the whole operation, and all the details from keeping the lights on to feeding the hungry depends on faith – faith in Jesus Christ.

Jesus.

Jesus – he says to us this morning - “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” 
And you respond – we aren’t slaves, what do you mean by saying you will be made free.

And Jesus responds – you are slaves, slaves to sin. You are in bondage to sin and you cannot free yourselves. You are a broken people and it is because of sin. 
· Sin is the root cause of our selfishness. 
· It is the root cause of our inability to look to others before ourselves. 
· It is the root cause of our inability to be generous – to give freely of our time and our talent and our financial resources.
It is sin – our alienation from God and our distrust of anyone or anything other than our own selves – our own wills – our own minds.

And Jesus says - “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. The slave does not have a permanent place in the household; the son has a place there forever. So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.
This is the truth Jesus speaks about – He sets us free from sin. He promises something brand new and this promise is enough to point us in the right direction – this promise allows you and me to step out in faith – trusting that God will accomplish His purposes through you and me.

And it is a generous freedom that Jesus gives. 

· This can be a risky thing because He sets you free from something in order for you to do something.

· He sets you free from something in order for you to be something; 

· a disciple

· a follower

· a believer
And how you do that – what you choose to do is always done in light of the promise that Jesus has set you free.
So what will you do? 
How did you fill out your time and talent form for today? 
Did you fill it out? 
Do you have gifts of time and talent that you freely want to offer up to God?

Will you fill out a faith commitment card today? 
Will you freely offer up to God a percentage of the treasure God has first given to you and if so, what will that number be?

There are 933 active member households here at Augustana and to be an active member means you have communed or contributed at least once in the past year. Of those 933 household there are 495 who have made a financial faith commitment; that is 53 %.
That number has been trending down consistently over the last 5 years and I don’t know why. 

Is it less faith and more fear. 

Are people feeling less connected to the church – do they not need the church? 

Do they feel like their gifts don’t matter? I don’t know.
Of those 933 household 718 contribute something; that is 77 % and I thank God for that number.
And there are 205 households with NO contributions and I wonder about that as well. 

Are there financial hardships – most likely? 

Are they disconnected from the body - most likely? 

Has the church failed them – most likely?

Do they feel called to share – do they understand what generous freedom really is? Probably not.
And this means we have work to do. This means we have to keep inviting and encouraging and telling our story of what Jesus has done for us.

· how Jesus has set us free 

· how Jesus has changed our lives 

· how a generous faith fills us up with a joy and a peace that can be found now where else
Knowing this truth only comes through Jesus.

Knowing this truth only comes through faith.

Knowing this truth will set you free and knowing this truth is what allows us to tell the story.

Thank you for what you will do. You have been given a generous faith – be generous in how you live it out.
Thanks be to God. Amen
