STEWARDSHIP IS THE MAIN WORK OF THE CHURCH
— adopted and affirmed by the General Convention of the Episcopal Church, meeting in Detroit, July 1988 (Resolution A-163). 
by the Rev. C. W. Taylor, DMin.
The Book of Common Prayer teaches us that "The Mission of the Church is to restore all people to unity with God and each other in Christ," and that "the Church carries oul its mission through the ministry of all its members." The unstated but clear implication of this teaching is that the main work of the Church is involving people in using all that is entrusted to them in carrying out the mission. Said simply, stewardship is the main work of the Church.
Thus, stewardship is more than church support; it is the use of "the gifts given to us to carry on Christ's work of reconciliation in the world." Therefore, the way we use or do not use resources to further unity and reconciliation in our homes, our communities, and our occupations is our stewardship. Yet stewardship is not less than church support. Our worshiping, working, praying, and giving within the Church provide the support that we and others need to engage in the often difficult and lonely tasks of proclaiming the good news, loving our neighbors, and striving for justice and peace.
Stewardship is more than a duty: it is a thankful response to God's graciousness to us. As such, it is an opportunity to praise God with our lives in thanksgiving:
* for the blessings of creation;
 * for the birth, life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and our redemption;

 *  for the gift of the Spirit;
*  for the word, sacraments, and fellowship that sustain and transform us as the Church.
Stewardship is an adventure, an expedition into the kingdom where we find our lives through losing them for the sake of the gospel. It is an invitation to offer our gifts for the purpose for which we were created—the only purpose that will fulfill us. It is a challenge to refocus our lives by designing our budgets around tithing. It offers us a way to begin breaking the bonds of consumption that involve us, often unwittingly, in perpetuating injustice and oppression.

All of God's people, within and without the Church, can learn that to be held accountable for our lives as stewards of God's gifts is to discover our own true great worth before God. We believe that discovery, too, is a gift, a gift that brings unspeakable joy. The main work of the Church is to bring its people, and through them all people, to this joyful knowledge, which will "restore all people to unity with God and each other in Christ."
CONGREGATIONAL STEWARDSHIP DEVELOPMENT
I. CELEBRATION!  LET’S PARTY!!!!


We worship of God of generosity and faithfulness.   It is true that God does not give us everything we want or all the things we believe we so desperately need.  But God does give us – in every time and in every place and to every one of us – all that we need to be faithful.  And for this incredible blessing, we give thanks.


Stewardship begins with a deep and reverent appreciation for God’s faithfulness and for the gifts that are present in every community.  The list of gifts is endless, and the types of gifts are as varied as the people themselves.    Without fail, when people turn their attention to naming and proclaiming those gifts, and acknowledging those gifts as a sign of God’s presence and activity, people will rejoice.  There is an inevitable celebration of God’s generosity and God’s gifts.  A stewardship “program” in its essence is an opportunity to recognize gratefully, joyfully, and intentionally the enormous amount of giving of self and resources that goes on constantly in our churches.  It becomes an opportunity to evaluate and improve the management and utilization of all the resources that we have. 

If there is no celebrating going on, it isn’t stewardship!   
II. WHOSE JOB IS IT ANY WAY?

The work of stewardship is deeply rooted in the laity with regular and consist support from the Clergy.  Effort to build the stewardship team should begin in February -and  “building” is the key word here.   
In order to assemble a team that will organize and carry out an effective campaign, recruit leaders with skill-sets appropriate for stewardship development.  Members of the committee should practice and be willing to talk openly about a commitment to  proportional giving. The stewardship chair needs to be committed to opening and closing the meetings with prayer and putting Bible study and reflection at the core of the meetings.  
In addition to the chair, the team needs someone to whom people cannot say “no” and a task oriented person to keep the team on track.  These three form the core of the team and should thoughtfully recruit other people with identified necessary skills (and committed proportional givers) as needed.  If this groups meets monthly for study and reflection, reviews the ministries and programs of the congregation, and prays diligently - the “nuts and bolts” of the annual stewardship campaign will flow naturally .
III. Planning the Annual Commitment Program

An annual commitment program is designed first and foremost to educate and celebrate the many ways that the Church is changing lives and relieving suffering.  The commitment program occurs within the context of an ongoing, year round theological education effort in which people are invited to engage Scripture, reflect on how God is working in their lives, and what God is calling each person to do with the gifts God has given to each.  This approach assumes that people want to make a difference in the world and when given the opportunity to make a difference, will respond with generosity. An effective commitment program provides opportunities for people to share stories about their encounters with God in and out of the Church and encourages an offering to God of time and material wealth in thanksgiving for God’s presence. 
 Planning for the commitment program takes as its starting point the goals the vestry has set for the coming year.  As the team reflects on Scripture and discusses the work of the Church, an appropriate theme will emerge.  The theme is a point around which stewardship events – liturgical and non-liturgical – can happen.

Pick two occasions to initiate stewardship of the environment activities; Earth Day (April 22, 2009), Arbor Day (April 24, 2009),Rogation Day (May 17, 2009)  St. Francis Day (October 4 )  December 14 (350th day of the 350 campaign.)  Commission choir members, vestries, ushers and guild members to recognize their role as stewards and do it during Sunday worship.  Consider having one or more lay preachers at sermon time, or short witness talks at the offertory.  Try a “contemporary epistle” in lieu of the Epistle reading in the lectionary  - a letter written by a parishioner about a particular ministry.  Be creative, inventive, and bold!  Put the call of the Gospel to serve at the center of your commitment program instead of the budget.  It will make a huge difference.

IV. The INGATHERING




The in-gathering of commitment cards is a harvest celebration – or at least it might be helpful to think of it in that way.  During the course of the year people have prepared themselves to greet the Risen Christ when he comes again and celebrated his birth and his manifestation to the Gentiles.  The realities of lives have been examined and  the call to the Christian life and the barriers that stand in the way acknowledged.  In the joy of Easter new life in the Risen Christ has been proclaimed.  The gift of the Holy Spirit has come once more and then through the power of the Holy Spirit people have sought to use these gifts of the Incarnation, the Resurrection, and the Ascension to grow in the image of God.  During these liturgical seasons new seeds have been planted.  The growing season come to a symbolic high point with a liturgical celebration of the harvest form this year’s work - an intentional and purposeful commitment to God’s on-going work in the world.  That is after all, why the Church gathers, to be sustained as God’s workers in the world.


So bringing in the sheaves – the commitment cards – is a grand celebration, a culmination of the year’s hard work, both in our individual lives and as the Church.  Liturgically, it is a special celebration with joyful music, a lively spirit, an abundance of thanksgivings, and renewed commitment to enter the cycle more mature, more committed, and filled with the urgency of brining to fullness the kingdom of God.
Does this sound like the Sunday of the in-gathering in your Church?  If not, consider some of the following ideas:


*Announce the date NOW.  Encourage everyone to be present and participate.  


* Have commitment cards everywhere the day of the in-gathering.


*Have a special anthem and procession to the altar for presentation of the commitment cards.  Bless the offerings.  Design a special way of the children of the parish to participate – including having their own commitment cards.


*Write special prayers of the people for this day that connect the prayers to mission and ministry of the Church and the commitment of the people to carry out that mission.


*Have a special fellowship time before and/or after the service to celebrate the many ways that the Church carries out God’s work.


* Do a special commissioning service in which everyone is commissioned to be a steward of the mysteries and abundance of God


*Help people look forward to the coming year and the many opportunities to serve.


*REJOICE REJOICE REJOICE
IN CONCLUSION

1. Recruit a team with intentionality and an eye to the skills necessary to develop and carry out a year round stewardship education program.

2. Develop a theme that helps the congregation reflect on the life of the community and the mission and ministries that are made possible and supported by the congregation’s generosity.

3. Plan a timetable for the annual commitment program in the Spring.  Try to end the campaign, including follow up calls and thank you letters not latter than Thanksgiving.

4. Spend the summer planning the liturgical celebration of the in-gathering.  Make it special in as many ways possible.  Pay attention to the prayers of the prayers of the people.

5. Have a party to celebrate the hard work of the committee.  Make the committee feel appreciated.
