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1 Kings 17:8-16

17:8 Then the word of the LORD came to him, saying, 17:9 "Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed you." 17:10 So he set out and went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the town, a widow was there gathering sticks; he called to her and said, "Bring me a little water in a vessel, so that I may drink." 17:11 As she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, "Bring me a morsel of bread in your hand." 17:12 But she said, "As the LORD your God lives, I have nothing baked, only a handful of meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; I am now gathering a couple of sticks, so that I may go home and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it, and die." 17:13 Elijah said to her, "Do not be afraid; go and do as you have said; but first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterwards make something for yourself and your son. 17:14 For thus says the LORD the God of Israel: The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the LORD sends rain on the earth." 17:15 She went and did as Elijah said, so that she as well as he and her household ate for many days. 17:16 The jar of meal was not emptied, neither did the jug of oil fail, according to the word of the LORD that he spoke by Elijah.

Hebrews 9:24-28

9:24 For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands, a mere copy of the true one, but he entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. 9:25 Nor was it to offer himself again and again, as the high priest enters the Holy Place year after year with blood that is not his own; 9:26 for then he would have had to suffer again and again since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself. 9:27 And just as it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after that the judgment, 9:28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin, but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.

Mark 12:38-44

As he taught, he said, "Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at banquets! They devour widows' houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation."  He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a penny. Then he called his disciples and said to them, "Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on."

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE


Re-introduce Noisy Offering 

GIVE CHLDREN quarters to put in.  Giving is fun!  Send buckets through congregation.  Kids lead us.


New recipient: Buck for the Hungry

SERMON

This is my fifth sermon here since beginning to serve as Zion’s interim pastor on October 1, and you have yet to hear a farm story.  I have been fairly well-disciplined, don’t you think?

OK, so here’s a farm story.

A week ago on Saturday—on October 31—I drove to a friend’s farm near Laketon and picked up six small pigs in my stock trailer.  I hauled them back to my farm to raise to butcher weight. Now understand this:  picking up pigs to raise as winter approaches was NOT my original plan. I had hoped to pick up these pigs six months ago—back in June—so that they would be ready to butcher before winter began.  But the sow did not cooperate by giving birth to them on my schedule.  

I had a grand plan to use these pigs as garden workers and to feed them very inexpensively.  Last Spring I planted one-fourth of my garden to rutabagas.  Around this section I would place hog-tight fencing.  Inside I would place a shelter and water source and the pigs.  The pigs would spend the summer happily rooting up rutabagas, eating nearly free feed, automatically fertilizing, and plowing up that section to keep it free of weeds and prepare it for the fall planting of a cover crop.  Great idea, huh?  Yes, a brilliant strategy…if only the pigs had received the memo about the schedule!
So I had to shift my pig management plan.  As the weather began to change from summer to fall a few weeks ago, I wrestled with my options.  The main reason that I usually do not get pigs at this time of year is because of the difficulty in keeping drinking water available to them.  When winter arrives, water lines and containers freeze.  If I put up the fence and put them in the far end of the garden where the rutabagas are planted, I’d have to carry water to them 2 or 3 times each day.  After carrying buckets of water, I’d have to carry buckets of ice back to the warm basement so that they might thaw for use the next time.  All this in addition to carrying feed each day.  You can see that I was not looking forward to the prospect.  On the other hand, there were all these “free” rutabagas sitting there waiting to be eaten, which would save money on winter feed.  

As I weighted this, I considered two other options.  Option one:  I could house the pigs in the barn until mid-January, when they are scheduled to be butchered.  Being confined in my dark and damp barn rather than out in the fresh air can lead to disease, however, which I try to avoid. On top of this, I need the barn for the cattle on harsh winter days.  It would be tough to figure out a satisfactory sharing arrangement.  The barn, while still an option, wasn’t a great one, either.

The final option was to use the small lot near the house as the pig sty.  This lot had successfully housed a couple of pigs last Fall.  I’d still have to carry water, but from the frost-free hydrant to the pen it’s only 50 feet rather than 800 feet.  There are no rutabagas planted in the pen for free feed, but I do have some old hay to supplement the more expensive feed I’d have to carry, both from the nearby barn.  I decided that this option would provide the best management plan for the pigs.  Last Saturday I put the six pigs in this pen and they are doing well. Fall chores have been fairly easy and Winter chores promise to be reasonable.  I think I made the right decision.
So there is my farm story, which ought to compel you to be asking yourself:  why would the preacher spend the first third of his sermon time today telling the story of his pigs?  And here is the answer:  because this is a stewardship message!  Does that clear things up?

No, not immedeiately—until you are reminded of the root of the English word steward.  The word steward is an agricultural term.  It is a compound word, that is, two words put together.  The first word is sty.  The second word is warden.  A steward is literally a sty-warden, the warden or manager of a pig sty.  So it made perfect sense to me to begin my sermon today by telling you how this warden is managing his sty!  My hope is that by starting this way, it might mess with your mind a little bit when it comes to the idea of stewardship.
You see, we’ve made a terrible mistake in the Church as we have narrowed our understanding of stewardship merely to mean congregational fundraising.  Each year the typical congregation schedules Stewardship Sunday, where parishioners are asked to pledge a portion of their financial resources to the congregation in order to fund the next year’s budget.  The typical pastor does not like to talk about money from the pulpit, and the typical parishioner does not like to hear the pastor talk about money from the pulpit.  Few of us enjoy claims made on our bank accounts.  Yet, we all know it needs to be done, so we do it, and hope for the best.  And it often misses entirely the point of our stewardship.
Stewardship has less to do with the what of our giving—with how many dollars you and I can contribute to the successful operation of this congregation, as important as that is—and more to do with the how—the manner in which you and I manage what we are given.  

Stewardship is about:

· the stewarding of our homes and families and livelihoods; 

· the stewarding of our relationships with friends, neighbors, fellow students or co-workers; 

· the stewarding of our lives as creatures within God’s Creation; 

· the stewarding of the 24 hours we are given each day, or the 365 days we are given each year; 

· the stewarding of our unique talents; 

· the stewarding of our inner lives, our thoughts and spirits;

· and, yes, the stewarding of our money and our stuff.

Stewardship is about how we manage ALL we are given to the glory of God.
Jesus, considers the how of stewardship in the Gospel lesson appointed for this Sunday.  The text says that Jesus sat down opposite the treasury, and watched how the crowd was putting money into the treasury.  The disciples were focused on the what, of course, on the impressive sums put in by the well-to-do or by those who wanted to be noticed.  Jesus, however, was put off by the ostentation being displayed, considering his rant about the showiness of the scribes immediately prior to sitting down to watch.  Jesus sat down and watched and waited for a teaching moment.  He was looking for a particular kind of how when it comes to the stewardship of daily life.  And finally he saw it.  

A poor widow came and contributed.  Look! Jesus says, calling his dispels over.  Look at that!  This poor widow has put in more than all the others!  Amazing!  What?!?, eclai the disciples, how did we miss it? Did she have many bags of coins?  How did this get by us?  How much did she give?  Jesus respond, “This poor woman, out of her poverty,  gave more than all the others.”  Jesus is messing with their minds about stewardship.  Huh?  Out of her poverty?  I don’t get it.

Of course they didn’t get it.  Widows in first century Palestine were poor by definition; they had little option but to live their lives in complete and abject poverty. As women in a patriarchal society, they had no claim to any means—none at all.   Without a husband—a man who could lay claim to means—a widow had absolutely nothing.  Her only hope was to become someone’s burden, the total responsibility of a merciful family member—adding insult to injury.  How would you like to have as you main identity that you were someone’s burden?

Somehow this poor woman had acquired two lepta of her own, actually less than one penny.  It was as close to nothing as you could get and still have something.

But this poor woman gave more—because of HOW she gave.  This poor woman holds nothing back. She has a total of two lepta and, rather than giving one and keeping one—which is still an impressive 50% giving rate, five times the required tithe—she puts both in the treasury.  Here is the teaching moment Jesus has been waiting for. "Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, her whole life."
There, dear friends, is the how of good stewardship according to Jesus:  it is putting in your whole life.  Good stewardship, according to our Lord, is an all-or-nothing proposition; either you are in or you are not.  No partial investment allowed. No hedging bets.  No playing the odds.  No spreading around the risk.  Either our whole life is managed according the glory of God, or none of it is—all our moments, all our dollars, all our talents, all our relationships, all our hopes and dreams and desires, all our “heart, soul, mind and strength.”

The tithe we give to our congregation is symbolic of this way of stewarding our whole life.  The customary ten percent given here—given freely, cheerfully, purposefully (after the manner of the children putting into the Noisy Offering buckets)—represents the one hundred percent given all the time.  Congregational stewardship, properly understood, is not about funding a budget, as necessary as that may be.  It is about providing the critical encouragement and challenge and opportunity to do what the widow did, to get the how right!  Putting the envelope in the bag each week is symbolic of putting our whole selves into God’s hands each week.  Managing to part with ten percent in this moment represents managing to part with 100% in every moment, that God may be praised.  “Here God, it all belongs to you!  I give back only what you have first given me!  Thanks be to God!”

Stewardship, properly understood, is not about funding needs, it is about responding to God’s provision.   How do we respond in each moment to the abundance that God provides?   Well, we get to respond in a host of appealing ways:  with deep gratitude, with high enthusiasm that we have so much to work with, with rich kindness toward others.  
Responsibility—the ability to respond—is a true gift.  It is not about calculation or a compulsion; it is about celebration of the fullness of the God right here, right now, and forever.  How do we want to live?  The calculated or compulsive life, enslaved to selfishness or stinginess or showiness, like the scribes that Jesus decries?  Or the celebrated life, that puts-in completely, like the poor widow, entirely dependent on the marvelous grace of God?

I began by telling you about the management of my pigs, the responsibility that I take as the sty-warden.  In order to raise these pigs, the truth is, I’m either in it or I’m not.  If I want to manage well, I cannot put up half a fence; I cannot feed them part of the time; I cannot haul water when I feel like it.  Either I take responsibility or I don’t.  And, with the exception of those mornings when everything is frozen solid, including my fingers, I celebrate the opportunity.  I get to do this!  So I’ll give it what I’ve got. Thanks be to God.  Amen.

