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So today is the day to bury your shame and fess up.  Raise your hand if you watch Dancing with the Stars!  I thought so!!  We enjoy it in our house too and catch it when we can.


When I was reading through the magnificently produced Dessert First – Celebrating God's Blessing booklet for personal reflection, I noticed that one of the 'stars', “Dancing with the Stars”, was featured in our booklet.  Kurt Warner, NFL Super Bowl 34, the winning quarterback and game MVP!  Kurt is a committed Christian and with his wife has founded First Things First, an organization dedicated to impacting lives by promoting Christian values, sharing experiences and providing opportunities to encourage everyone that all things are possible when people seek to put God first.


If you have followed the show, you might have seen a back story on Kurt and his family.  Whenever they go out to eat a meal at a restaurant, they always look around and decide what other family's bill they are going to pick up.  The Warner family is very wealthy because of his success in the NFL and they are always looking for ways to share their financial blessings, part of the back story filming, featured just that.  The kids discreetly scanned the restaurant and found a Mum out with her 4 kids for a meal.  They quietly asked their server to make sure that he was to include that family's meal bill with theirs.


Kurt Warner believes that first he has to give credit to God for all that he has, and then he has to do his best to use it for God's glory.  Warner says that he does not feel guilty for having money because he knows it comes from God.  He says he would feel guilty if he wasted the money on things that don't ultimately benefit what God has called us to.  Stewardship, he says, is taking what God gives us and using it for his glory.


Do you concur?


I have a good friend named Barry.  He came here one Sunday and did the children's story with his dog.  He is a retired physical education teacher and has devoted his life in retirement, as he did professionally, to making the lives of others better.  Now he leads a group from his church on a mission trip to Zimbabwe every summer where they partner with an orphanage there to improve the conditions and space of their facilities.


One of the many things I fondly remember about Barry was his love of Christmas.  I have never known anyone who spent as much time and energy and thought into gift giving as Barry.  He would look and look and look for exactly the perfect gift for the person who he had in mind.  It did not have to be an expensive gift necessarily, but it had to be just right.


Whenever possible, Barry loved being there to watch the person opening the gift....just so he could enjoy the surprise and delight expressed by the recipient.  For Barry, the joy of giving far exceeded the joy of receiving.  He loved the feeling he got and the difference he made in someone else's life, by what he gave.


Can you relate to that?


In 1983 I quit my job and went back to University-seminary at Knox College at the University of Toronto.  I was 31 at the time.  In second year, I was sitting in the chapel worship service one day with a good buddy.  The collection plate made its way around to us.  I enthusiastically put on my one dollar bill.  I couldn't help but notice that my friend laid on a $5!  After worship I broached the topic.  “I saw that you dropped a big 5 spot on there pal; you loaded?”

He looked at me in disbelief.

“Did you go out to eat, or to a movie, or for a drink with the boys this week,” he asked?    

“Well, Chris and I went to Subway on Tuesday when we had to go downtown for something.  And then after a run on Friday night the guys all went out for pizza and beer.  What's your point?”

“Well how much do you think all that cost?”  I did the math quickly in my head and realized that for a 'starving student', the amount was significant.

“Do you feel bad or guilty about spending that money?”  he asked.

“No not at all, why, should I?”
“I'm not saying that you should feel guilty at all  for spending your money that way, but it is interesting how you can feel good about spending  $1 for church and probably 30 times that your recreation.”


I remember that conversation like it was yesterday.  I wasn't hurt, or shamed or made to feel guilty by his words, but it was a huge wake up call for me....a real awakening as to where my priorities were. My overall spending habits were neither very intentional, deliberate.  It seemed that a dollar or two on the plate was routine...I never really thought about it or felt I needed to evaluate how I was doing in that department.  But I arrived on the planet 31 years before that and times had changed, and costs had changed, and wages and benefits had changed.  The Bible verse about....'where your treasure is, there too will be your heart', came to mind.  I didn't think twice about what I was spending on pizza and beer with the boys, or going on a ski trip, or buying a new jacket.  But I also didn't think twice about what I was contributing financially to the church.  A crisp $1.00 bill....  (That is when there used to be such a thing), was no longer appropriate....that became loud and clear.  Old habits die hard!


Before I left my job and went to seminary I was living in Kapuskasing and earning around $18,000.  Now if we look at this chart, we see that if I was giving what many consider a minimum financial gift to the church, 10%,   I should have been giving at least $35.00 a week to the church.  I can tell you right now, I wasn't.  I'm not even sure I was striving to do that.  But I didn't seem to have any trouble going out for dinner or to the movies, or traveling throughout the north on bonspiels, or flying off for ski trips.  I was single, no mortgage or car payments, no kids.  This is not something I am proud of.   Let's take a moment to have a quick look at this chart.  The column on the left represents Annual Income.  The next 3 columns represent percentage of that income as per Givings per week.  So if your income is for example $50,000.00, 10% of that translates to a weekly offering to the church of $96.00.  Some churches even make the distinction between   a tithe and an offering, considering a tithe, the bare minimum and an offering is something that we do above and beyond what we are obliged to give.


How are you doing in the department of supporting the church financially?  First fruits are often a term used in this regard.  It is the notion of giving the 'first fruits' to God, often thought to be 10%, and then getting to keep the 90% for yourself!  Not a bad deal I think!!  


I love this passage read from Acts 4 today....”Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul...”  It does not mean they were identical in all they thought and did and felt....but it means they were united in their desire to give to God, first things first.  They recognized that all good gifts came from God and were theirs to use to glorify him and bless him and honour him.  They were united in wanting to do the right thing.  So Barnabas comes forward as an example.  He sold a field that belonged to him...then he brought the money and laid it at the apostles' feet.


It makes me think of Doug and Annette Powell, Doug, sitting at a session meeting, hearing our desire to find property to build a bigger church, hearing that the cost of available land in the area was far beyond our reach.  The next thing we know, they were gifting us with 4 acres of the property that God had blessed them with.  Four very valuable acres!

Our opportunity to make a difference is now.  There is not perfect time.  There will be no time in most of our lives when all conditions converge to make our generosity easy and painless and unnoticed.  The story in Scripture of the widow's mite reminds us that easy, painless, unnoticed giving is not what God's call upon us is about.  The widow gave such a pittance, but in comparison to the little she had it was enormous and it was sacrificial.  The rich people who gave so much more, they didn't even notice their own gift.  It made no difference to their standard of living.  It was of no inconvenience.  It would not affect their lifestyle one iota.  But God noticed, and God delighted in the pittance offering from the widow.  Because it was such a generous sacrificial gift, it was of great consequence.


The Dessert First Reflection booklet asks some wonderful questions for reflections -consider these:

How has God blessed you?

I would add to this, how has being a member of Trinity blessed you? 

How does Trinity help you to spread God's blessing?

Who do you know that lives a generous life?


Today I have shared with you, some stories from my life of people who have been generous givers.  I know that you have many similar stories in your own life.  Who are people in your life who come to mind on this topic of generous giving?  How does it make you feel to consider those people and their generosity?  It is because of people like this, and their generous giving,  that God's work has infinite, limitless possibilities. I think of the Powell family, I think of my friend Barry, and I think of my friend at seminary who called my attention to the priorities in my life.


All of this makes me want to strive to get more in line, to honour that which is a priority in my life.  To be consistent with what I believe and what I have to give.    


I hope that our Dessert First program and the amazing stories we have been privileged to hear by our witnessing stewards have given you a chance to pause and reflect on what it means to celebrate God's Blessings.

God's grace and peace to you

Amen 
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