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Thank you for considering the theme of this conference important enough to invest a day of your time.  I hope that your investment will be rewarded by the end of the conference.

For me, the importance of our topic is illustrated by everything Peter has just said plus a couple of other facts and quotes that I’d like to put out for your consideration.

· “If American Christians could somehow find a way to move to practices of reasonably generous giving, they could generate, over and above what they currently give, a total of another $133.4 billion a year to devote to whatever purposes and needs they would choose.  What good in the world U.S. Christians could do with an additional $133.4 billion, year after year, is almost unimaginable, simply astonishing, nearly beyond comprehension.” [repeat]

This is one of the conclusions reached by the co-authors of the 2008 book, Passing the Plate:  Why American Christians Don’t Give Away More Money.  

To put this into context, total giving to religious charities by American donors was approximately $100 billion in 2009, making up about one-third of the total $300 billion given by US donors.    So more generous giving by U.S. Christians could increase the total by about 50%, adjusting for inflation.
Before your imagination is completely boggled by these impossibly large numbers, let’s translate this into Canadian terms.   Because Canada’s population is only 1/10th of the U.S., and because America has a higher percentage of self-professed Christians, we’ll use only 5% of the American figure.  The Canadian number would be $6.5 billion of additional charitable donations per year.  That would produce an increase in the total of annual charitable giving, by all Canadians, of 83%.  Looking at the positive side of the situation and considering the possibility of success in persuading Christians to give more generously, how could Canadian society be changed if annual charitable giving almost doubled?
· The second quote comes from Penelope Burk, an international researcher and speaker on charitable giving (who at one time lived in Burlington, and may still as far as I know).  Writing in her blog in 2009, Burk said:
“Religious conviction is the proverbial tide that floats all ships.  While actively religious donors are, naturally, far more likely to support religious causes, they are also more likely to give to education, healthcare, and human services . . . But, if giving and volunteering are connected to religious conviction, what will happen to philanthropy and voluntarism in the future as the influence of organized religion diminishes.  Who or what is waiting in the wings to replace it?”

Looking at the negative side of the situation, and considering the possibility of failure in persuading people under 50 to give more generously, we would be wrong to say that the future of our churches hangs in the balance.  That would be aiming too low.  The future of our country and possibly our world, may rest in the hands of people who say they are Christian.

I want to take up this theme by describing two different ways of thinking about our relationship to God and money.

The first one is based on the model of a middle-Eastern household at around the time of Jesus.  That household includes a master or owner, and a bunch of servants or slaves who work for the master.  The most senior servant is called a steward.  The steward’s job is to manage the property and wealth on the owner’s behalf.  He has tremendous sway over the household and the other servants, because he holds all the property and can make decisions about its use.  At the same time the steward has no true authority of his own, because he must always manage the property the way the master would, in the master’s best interests.

From this model we get the doctrine we call stewardship.  We say there is an analogy here; that God is like the master, the household is creation, and each of us is a steward.  Anything that we have is really held in trust; it all belongs to God; and we must manage and use everything that is “ours” on God’s behalf.  When we give to the church we are really just turning back to God what is, always was, and ever will be, God’s.

Of course this is the briefest outline of a subject that has had countless books written about it, and even more sermons preached, albeit mostly in November.  Forgive me if I gloss over the fine points to focus on the main problems that I see, which are these:  if the doctrine of stewardship is true . . .
1. There is no possibility of giving in our lives, only managing and rendering unto God what is God’s.  We cannot give what is not ours, and if God owns everything, we have nothing to give.
2. God is not generous, and neither are we.  If God expects everything back at some point, there is no gift and no generosity.  The reputed generosity of God is turned into a cruel hoax.
3. Our primary relationship to God is one of obligation.  We must manage to the highest possible standard, and be prepared to surrender all we have at a moment’s notice – all in God’s service.  Our only choice is between obedience and disobedience.
I never realized that there could be another way of thinking about God and wealth until I began wrestling with the absurd consequences of the stewardship doctrine that I just outlined.  For help in seeing an alternative  I give credit to my friend and colleague Allen Jorgenson, who teaches systematic theology at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary.  This second way is also based on the model of a middle-Eastern household at around the time of Jesus.   It is identical in every respect to the household I described a few moments ago, with one addition.  It recognizes the presence of the master’s children, symbolized in the figure of the eldest son.

The perspective of the son is completely different than the perspective of the steward.  For one thing, the same householder who is called “master” by the steward is called “father” by the son.  And as the eldest son, he does not manage the estate, but he stands to inherit it someday – and then it will belong to him.  Like the other one, this model recognizes that ownership is fundamentally different than stewardship.  When the son inherits the estate, he can do whatever he wishes with it.  
This second way of thinking about God and money doesn’t have a name yet, as far as I know.  We could stress the idea of inheritance, but replacing “stewardship” with “heirship” unfortunately conjures up visions of the Hindenberg disaster or the Snoopy blimp that provides the overhead TV coverage of golf tournaments.   But this way takes seriously the idea that our relationship to God is more like a child to a parent than a servant to a master.  It suggests that whatever we have was given to us (in the fullest sense of the word) by God, and it is now ours.  It concludes that perhaps our existential state, our relationship with God, is characterized by freedom, not obligation.
I won’t attempt to give a full Biblical justification for this way of looking at things, but I will point out that the Biblical basis for the stewardship doctrine is pretty thin – a half dozen verses at best.  This alternative theology is more than hinted at by one passage in particular, Romans 8:14-17:  
14For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 15For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, “Abba!  Father!” 16it is that very Spirit bearing witness£ with our spirit that we are children of God, 17and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.
Various New Testament books use the language of “children of God”; “brothers and sisters of Jesus”; “adoption”; or “heir”, including Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Hebrews, 1 John and Revelation.  Finally, I think it has some significance that Jesus taught us to pray with the words “our father” rather than “our boss”.

One of the main consequences of the dominant stewardship doctrine is that the church ends up occupying a very interesting place.  If we are stewards and are supposed to manage the trust for God’s benefit, what does that mean in practice?  The church conveniently steps in and offers itself as God’s surrogate, providing assurance that anything surrendered to the church is actually as good as handed over to God.
This has, in my view, poisoned the church’s relationship with its members and supporters.  If we are stewards and the church is God’s surrogate, then the church can ask for money without giving a reason.  At times the “ask” sounds more like a demand.   The imaginary conversation goes something like this:

Church:

Give us your money.

People:

Why?

Church:

Because it belongs to God, not you.

People:

What will you do with it?

Church:

Trust us.

It’s obvious that I’m drawing a caricature here, not a finely detailed portrait.  But I think that it’s worth noticing a couple of things that are germane to the theme of this conference.
1. A steward cannot be generous.  I think about my financial advisor, Steve, who is tasked with the unenviable job of turning a pittance into a fortune by the time I retire.  Steve is the closest thing there is to a steward in my life.  The money is mine, but he manages it.  He’s supposed to act on my behalf and in my best interests, not his own.  I can ask for my money back any time I want it, and he is obligated to give it to me, no questions asked.  Now notice that Steve can be many things.  He can be smart, loyal, diligent, prudent and honest with my money (and in fact he is all of these), but the one thing he cannot be is generous.  If he gives it to me he’s just doing his job, and if he gives it to anyone else he’s stealing from me.
I would go so far as to say that generosity is the very antithesis of stewardship.  Where stewardship is conservative, generosity is liberal.  Where stewardship is cautious, generosity is slightly reckless.   I could go through a whole list of characteristics to demonstrate that if we want people to be generous givers, we had better not ask them to be stewards.  It’s like that old Canadian Tire Christmas advertising slogan, “Give like Santa, save like Scrooge”.  The slogan only worked because we recognized that it promised the impossible.

2. The second consequence I’d like to point out is that the doctrine of stewardship has promoted a twisted culture in our churches where the words “thank you” are far too rarely heard.  I hesitate to make this personal, but in my job people often email me asking for information.  I do my best to respond promptly, but I would estimate that 80% of the time my replies are never acknowledged – that is, if the original question came from someone in the church.  This lack of basic courtesy drives me crazy, but now I have a hypothesis to comfort me.  Failure to thank people stems from a basic slave mentality.  If everyone labours under an obligation to obey, there’s no need for thanks.  Of course it goes far beyond the way we do or do not answer emails.  Compare how our churches thank members for their weekly offerings to the way other charities treat their donors.    The difference is stark and appalling.  Thanksgiving is, in my opinion, one of the keys to nurturing generosity.
3. Finally, and this is my main point, generosity and mission come into close alignment when we adopt a new way of thinking and talking about our relationship with God.  If we can no longer rely on obedience as the motivation for putting money into the hands of the church, if human beings are children of God with freedom to choose how they will use that which really is theirs, then we in the church are squarely in competition with the rest of the world.  What would motivate me to give my money away as opposed to spending or saving it?  What would prompt me to give it to a charity instead of my children?  And why would I choose a church, over the other 85,000 Canadian charities that want my gift, as the beneficiary of my generosity?
The answer, it seems clear to me, will rest largely on the question of mission.  Does my church have a mission or reason for existing?  Or is it here because it’s here because it’s here because it’s here?  Can my church articulate that mission in clear, understandable terms?  Does it communicate that mission to internal and external audiences as a reason for supporting the church with time, talent and treasure?  Does it tell me how my donation will make a difference in someone’s life?  Does it tell me that my last donation helped to change the world for the better, even by a little bit?  Does it tell me what my next donation will help to accomplish?

All of the research tells us that the number one reason people make large charitable donations is because they believe in the charity’s mission.  It also reveals that younger donors are not interested in giving to institutions – only investing in projects that make a difference.   Older donors may still occasionally respond to appeals to their institutional loyalty, feelings of obligation, or indeed guilt, but most people I know under the age of 50 are much more mission-driven when they are giving away their money.
My hope is that you come away from this conference with some practical ideas on how you can nurture generosity among the people in your congregation or parish, for the sake of the church’s role in carrying out God’s mission on earth.  May your day be both stimulating and productive.
