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 St. Mark's launching a Stewardship focus - symbol of the bulb from the window.  Planting for new life in the spring 

- tulip my favourite flower - symbol of hope. 

 

 Stewardship campaigns - annual event in most churches.  Historically and I think in many churches today - the 

stewardship campaign is focused on finances.  Important emphasis - to have people think about and make a 

pledge of their financial giving commitment for the following year - time for individual thought and care about 

financial commitment to the church - and essential for the church (particularly the finance & stewardship 

committee to have knowledge of the proposed income for the following year to develop a budget to recommend 

to the Coordinating council or board). 

 

 Often - this stewardship campaign exercise is short-lived - fills an important and defined purpose - and once the 

campaign is over and the budget is set and approved, the stewardship focus is over for another year.  

 

 Other congregations - and I would include St. Mark's in this group - have broadened the meaning of stewardship - 

to encompass all of the congregation's ministries - stewardship is a full-time and year round commitment by the 

church to come together as a community to ensure that our ministry is supported by all of us - financially and by 

our participation, leadership and program efforts. We are committed to the work of the church within the 

congregation - for the local community and throughout the world.  Every committee that provides leadership to the 

work of the congregation - does so with a commitment to stewardship - to caring for, expanding and ensuring that 

our ministry is faithful. It goes beyond a focus on money - but to the full scale of personal commitment to ministry 

- financial, time and talent.  

 

 So - what does it mean to be a steward?  

  

 To be a steward means to care for something  in a responsible way - to be intentional and deliberate about that 

care and support.   

 Many years ago my husband Randy and I served as missionaries with the United church of Canada, and with our 

two children we lived and worked in Sierra Leone, West Africa for three years.  We had a basic house, like others 

in the community, and we were situated at the corner of two streets.  The town of 30,000 people did not have 

running water or electricity.  So the way we lived was somewhat demanding and time consuming.  Most people 

had ‗helpers‘ around their homes.  Some were called stewards (they usually got paid), some were poor relatives 

who worked around the home for food and lodging, while others were what we would understand to be 

slaves…people owned, indebted in some way to the owner of the house and worked in response to that 

indebtedness. 

 We resisted the thought of having someone work for us in that role.  We were young, energetic, wanted to set a 

good model of how a family could live faithfully in that context, and so we did—at first.  We came to realize that 

the daily tasks of maintaining our family of four could, and was, consuming all our time.  Without refrigeration, 

marketing was a daily task.  Without running water, washing our clothes, bedding, even ourselves became a daily 

chore of going to the river and hauling water home.  After some time we finally asked ourselves—did God call us 

to this mission work to look after our home needs, or to be of service to others.  So we gave in, we hired a man to 

come to our home each day and to help us live in that space.  We called him our steward and his name was Suri.   

 Suri simply took over the day-to-day tasks of our household.  Randy and I were freed up to help build a 

congregation. Randy was the school manager of 5 primary schools—none of which had classrooms when we 

arrived.  Three years later we had managed to build 24 classrooms, employed 36 teachers, and we had built up 

the congregation and laid the physical foundation for what is now a United Methodist Church building. 



 I helped with the school library, worked with the women‘s groups, and helped out at a newly established non-

governmental organization working for development of young children.  We were also host to countless travelling 

missionaries, CUSO and Peace Corps workers, and people in the community that turned to us for food, shelter, 

and friendship. 

 Suri made this all possible—working in the background, anticipating our needs and the needs of our visitors, 

going out of his way to make our home a refuge for those who needed a break in their daily lives, and a base 

from which we could face the challenges of serving in what is recognized as one of the poorest countries in the 

world today. 

 Yet the most important things Suri did happened when we were away from our home.  Our work required some 

travel and when we travelled Suri was left in charge.  A man who had nothing in terms of material wealth was 

surrounded by all the relative blessings we enjoyed in our home.  Suri cared for the valuables, yes, but his real 

skill was to care for the people who continued to come to our home.  He knew who to invite in for food and rest, 

who to refer to someone else, who to invite back when we returned.  In short, when we were absent Suri acted on 

our behalf and was our continuing presence in the community and in our home. 

 I learned a lot about what it means to be a steward from this wonderful man.  It is interesting - Suri was not a man 

of faith - he did his work from a perspective of responsibility and honour, and care for people and society.  I think 

that is the case for many people in our world - they care for their families and friends, for the community, for the 

environment, for international development causes out of a sense of responsibility and awareness that life can be 

better, and that they want to make a difference. And they do indeed make a difference. 

 Stewards in this sense - do have an impact on the world - they are responsible, diligent, intentional, and caring. 

 I firmly believe that God asks us to be all of these things as stewards, but asks even more of us as people of faith.  

I believe that we are called to be people filled with the spirit of God - to be passionate and bold, committed to 

God‘s will and purpose for our community and for this earth, inspired by God to act, to live, and to love, and to 

fulfil God‘s concerns for justice, for peace, for the environment, for our community, for all of creation. 

 The St. Mark's Mission Statement is an excellent guide for the type of stewardship that I believe God calls us to 

live out as faith-filled individuals working together in community: 

 St. Mark's is called to be a progressive, inclusive, life-affirming Christian faith community in The United Church of 

Canada that is committed to engaging faith, scripture and tradition in progressive ways, seeking to be inclusive of 

all regardless of ability, age, class, ethnicity, gender, race or sexual orientation and striving to affirm the inherent 

blessing of life found in all Creation. 

 Your mission statement resounds with commitment to work towards a vision of a new world founded on 

progressive and risk taking decision making; inclusive for all people, and with an affirmation of God's justice, 

peace and abundant blessing. 

 Our Moderator Mardi Tindal speaks frequently of God's abundance in our world.   She reminds us again and 

again of the reality of God‘s abundance, no matter how often we may be distracted by an appearance of scarcity, 

and are tempted to turn from faith to fear. 

 Mardi quotes the writer Parker Palmer who says that there is this major paradox:  that when we think something 

is scarce, we tend to act in ways that create scarcity. We become fearful - we want to protect what we have - we 

hold tight and pull in.  But when we learn to act as if we believe in the abundance of what seems scarce, we 

create the conditions that help generate abundance. And when we do this in community, the power that flows 

through us is almost unbelievable. 

 In such a gifted church community as St. Mark's abundance becomes real when we gather as community and 

listen deeply to Spirit, to one another and all of Creation. We begin to understand and experience that abundance 

is possible. 



 The news has been full of stories of scarcity – scarcity of home, of economic stability, of peace, of security.  It is 

easy and tempting to focus on scarcity thinking and to become fearful. I believe that Christ challenges our scarcity 

thinking. 

 We are dependent on and accountable to one another, and it is with one another – as gathered community - 

where we heed Christ‘s call to find enough for all in the midst of perceived scarcity. This is where we proclaim the 

Gospel news that there is enough for all. We need to have confidence that there are enough God-given gifts to 

meet the needs of this community if only we share that confidence and look more closely. 

 When we sit down with one another and remember that God is with us in words of thanks and blessing, we 

discover that we have more than enough to share. In such circles, with God‘s empowerment, we create the 

conditions for abundance. 

The scriptures provide us with many glimpses of the vision of abundance for all: 
 

In Matthew  Chapter 13: versus 31 – 33, we read:  
 

Jesus told them another parable:  “The Kingdom of heaven is like this.  A man takes a mustard seed and sows it 

in his field.  It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it grows up, it is the biggest of all plants.  It becomes a tree, 

so that birds come and make their nests in its branches. 

Jesus told them still another parable:  “The Kingdom of heaven is like this.  A woman takes some yeast and 

mixes it with forty litres of flour until the whole batch of dough rises. 

 These two parables provide us with examples of Jesus‘ images of the Kingdom of God. When Jesus spoke of the 

Kingdom of God, God‘s vision of life for all of creation, his language was charged with urgent political, religious 

and cultural electricity for the people of his day. His images are startling, surprising and compelling. 

 The Kingdom of God is like a large beautiful tree that is home to many birds nested in its branches, and it grows 

from the mustard seed which is the smallest of all seeds. 

 The Kingdom of God is like adding the smallest amount of yeast to a large amount of flour which rises to make 

delicious bread that will feed many people. 

 Jesus tells us that the smallest, seemingly insignificant beginning can create something wondrous – something 

that is like the Kingdom of God.   

 Sometimes that small beginning is hard to imagine.  It is hard to believe that something small can really make a 

difference, especially a significant difference. 

 I think that it is in a faith community where we find the seed or the yeast of vision and hope and faith that together 

we can do something amazing.  It is that spark that ignites our energy and lights a way to get started. Vision and 

hope come to us as a deep yearning and determination that through faith we can find a way. We are able to see a 

glimpse of God‘s kingdom of love no matter the environment of scarcity that seems to surround us.   

 I want to share with you a story of active hope and determination in an environment of incredible scarcity - a most 

hopeless of surroundings, where people of faith have responded to God's call and have planted seeds of hope 

that have blossomed into something that is making a significant difference in their community. 

 Many years ago, I had the privilege of visiting Elizabeth Centre as a participant of the first Congress of the World 

Association for Christian Communication in Manila the Philippines. 

 The soft and lovely strains of ―Edelweiss‖ greeted our small group as we entered the building on the narrow street 

in the depressed area of Barangay Tambo in  central Manila.  Smiling faces nodded and shyly continued playing 

the beautiful music as we were invited into the room. The songs and hymns continued and we watched a dozen 

teenagers play guitars, violins and mandolins with the encouragement of their conductor.  When they finished, we 



applauded with appreciation to the delight of the young musicians.  It was a very graceful introduction to a most 

memorable afternoon.   

 The Elizabeth Centre is the social action program of the Paranaque Community Church of the United Church of 

Christ in the Philippines.  The program serves families in the Barangay Tambo area which includes migrant 

families that have traveled from rural villages seeking employment in Manila.  When they are unable to find work 

or housing for their families, they often become part of squatter communities numbering in the thousands.  

Homes are small makeshift shacks crowded along a polluted dike in Manila, under bridges and extending like a 

maze away from the dike.   

 Elizabeth Centre is located within the community that it serves.  The congregation of Paranaque Community 

Church has chosen to be present to and with the people in this community through the programming of the 

Centre: childhood education services to young community children, nutrition and health education courses for 

families, and livelihood and skill building programs for unemployed parents.  Older children come to the centre for 

educational support and tutoring. Staff and congregational volunteers are available to assist with reading, to 

provide sports programming and to teach music.  Facilities include a kitchen where children receive two meals a 

day, a small medical and dental clinic, a co-op food store and teaching classrooms.  Funding comes from the 

congregation members, and they have coordinated additional support from churches around the world – including 

the Mission and Service Fund of the United Church of Canada.  

 We visited homes in the community along the polluted dike and under the bridges at the invitation of parents to 

talk with them. We experienced the credibility of Elizabeth Centre through the voice of the community which it 

serves.  The staff, volunteers and parents were realistic in their assessment of the impact of the program.  The 

number of families that are supported is small compared to the needs of thousands. The congregation members 

recognize that progress is slow.  They also recognize though, that progress, however small and slow, is a witness 

that there is hope, that others care, that the community is not alone in its struggle. 

 I left Elizabeth Centre very moved, very overwhelmed with the poverty I had experienced, but also very 

challenged and uplifted by the dedication, vitality and faith of a Christian congregation in their involvement with 

this community.  In the midst of considerable human suffering, scarcity and seeming hopelessness, a community 

of Christians remained faithful and lived/shared God's abundance. 

 St. Mark's is a community of faith that lives in hope. This congregation seeks to make a difference in so many 

ways.  You support people who need comfort within your midst; you are active in many outreach projects within 

the community; you have made the intentional decision to provide focussed ministry for children and youth by 

committing to a second minister at St. Mark's  and you can see the impact of this commitment through the 

difference in the life of the congregation over this past year.  You are strong supporters of the United Church 

Mission & Service Fund; you are passionate, knowledgeable and take action on issues of eco-justice, and you 

respond to urgent fund raisers like the Haiti and Horn of Africa appeals through the United Church of Canada. 

You work hard to lift up mission goals as the centre of your life at St. Mark's.  In my experience in your midst, you 

do understand and celebrate God's vision for life together in community.   We call this vision the Kingdom of God. 

It is a vision of peace and justice, a vision of a loving community, a vision of well-being for all.  This vision is one 

in which people are valued and respected  - a vision where all people are sacred to God  and in whom the divine 

image dwells. In the Kingdom, all people are loved and cared for. 

 The vision is wonderful, but the vision alone is not enough.  We need a vision to know where we are going, but 

we also need energy, inspiration, dedication,  commitment and resources to get there.  When we come together 

in hope, faith and determination, we become able to walk toward the vision God sets before us. This is not just an 

idealistic fantasy - it is one of the foundations of our faith. 

 The steward role is both a personal and a community responsibility.  As a congregation, as The United Church of 

Canada, we have been given a significant role to play in society; but all of that becomes somewhat meaningless 

unless we back it up with personal and financial commitment and service as well.  As church leaders you are 

asked to make visionary decisions and to inspire people in the congregation to live faith-filled lives of commitment 

and passion for God's world.  I think that even in difficult times people will give to a compelling vision/mission - 



one that is bold, memorable and energizing (even outrageous). Mike Piazza in his book "Liberating Hope" says 

"I'd rather try to do something great and fail, than try to do nothing and succeed". 

 I would encourage you as leaders to develop ways to engage the congregation to share in the development and 

the living out of the St. Mark's vision/mission. Those involved in ministry are more likely to support the church 

financially. I think that we should never allow lack of funding to stop a great ministry idea. I firmly believe that 

money follows ministry and not the other way around. People don't give because you have asked them for money 

- they give because they are inspired to make a difference and change the community/world.                  

 I know that this is your budget development time for 2012.  In my opinion, the least inspiring and most commonly 

used stewardship communication tool to a congregation is the profit and loss budget and then to ask for money.  

It does not inspire giving. I would suggest that you find ways to creatively communicate the congregation's vision 

and mission for ministry into a narrative budget. You may even call it something like the financial goals for 

ministry in 2012 - rather than the 2012 budget.  Use as many tools as possible to communicate the vision and 

stewardship message. (website, facebook, opportunities for conversation, worship, committee meetings), and 

communicate very often.  

 God calls us to be a caring and compassionate community and to live individual and community lives filled with 

hope, dedication and commitment. We are called to be stewards who are responsible and intentional, but also 

stewards who are inspired by faith with passion, to see hope and possibility when others only see hopelessness, 

scarcity, barriers or risks that seem too great. We are called to be stewards who are creative and are constantly 

thinking of ways where we can make a difference, and how to ensure that there are resources sufficient to meet 

the challenge.  

 The Kingdom is like a mustard seed that is the smallest seed yet it grows and produces fruit beyond its measure.   

The Kingdom is like yeast in the dough.  The Kingdom grows and influences everything.  We can also say - the 

Kingdom is like a tulip bulb - it is planted with care and rests in the earth to emerge in beauty filled with hope and 

possibility.  

 Paranaque Community Church in Manila quotes a verse from Isaiah as it's inspiration. This verse provides for this 

community of faith, a guide for their work at Elizabeth Centre: 

 ―Everywhere in the land righteousness and justice will be done because everyone will do what is right.  There will 

be peace and security forever.  God‘s people will be free from worries and their homes peaceful and safe‖. 

 Paranque Community Church exemplifies a people confident that the Spirit of God is active in the community 

through the work of the church.  The music of the children resounds as a witness to the community.  The church 

dares to make beautiful music in the midst of darkness. In  a place where there seems to be no reason for hope,  

the church dares to claim hope and to declare God's abundance. 

 We are called by God to be a people filled with hope for a new world – a vision of God‘s kingdom in our midst – a 

small seed which can blossom into something wondrous – that is home for all.  We are called to be God's 

stewards in this congregation of St. Mark's, in this community of Scarborough, across our country of Canada, and 

throughout the world - to proclaim God's vision of love and justice and community.  We are called to work 

together - to be confident and unafraid - to live from a perspective of abundance and not scarcity - and to 

dedicate ourselves and our resources to this vision.  

 We have each other, and we walk with God's spirit to lead, guide and inspire us.  We are not alone.  Thanks be to 

God.  


