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Far More Radical Than Fundraising

No wonder the members of the House of Representatives in the United States were trying to attach a ‘Buy American’ amendment to the fiscal stimulus bill. Their constituents and presumably the people who elected them to office are reeling from the worst unemployment figures in the last thirty years.

This ‘Buy American’ amendment seems to be more about political self-preservation than it is about economics. The American economy is integrally entwined with other economies around the world. A protectionist theory of economics, historically, does not end up working that well. The disadvantages outweigh the short-term benefits.
Canada would be one of the biggest losers of a protectionist policy since the U.S. absorbs more of our exports than any other country.

As a group of people who have taken the stewardship message to heart, how would you respond to this dilemma?

Is this global crisis just a financial meltdown or would you characterize it as involving other factors that need to be taken into consideration?

The American Catholic Church faced its own financial crisis in the late 1980’s. Dramatic changes in the Church and society had placed new demands on parishes, schools and other Catholic institutions.

The American bishops wrestled with the issue. Was the Church really facing a financial crisis or at a deeper level, a spiritual crisis? As they continued to dialogue, it became clear that just raising money to pay bills was not the answer. The discernment process led them to the deeper realization.
Out of the Bishop’s deliberations came a new pastoral vision that led to the U.S. bishops’ letter, Stewardship: A Disciple’s Response.
Daniel Conway, in his book, What Do I Own and What Owns Me?, takes the stewardship vision and reflects on it in terms of its practical implications for parish communities.
What is sometimes hard to grasp is that the Stewardship Vision is not just a new program for parishes to help boost their collections and pay their bills. The Stewardship Vision is a huge paradigm shift.
In chapter two of the book, Far More Radical Than Fundraising, we are reminded that Stewardship is the realization that all of creation is gift and that for a short time I hold these gifts in trust. But the gifts have been given to me for a purpose and I have a responsibility to use them well.
A pilot of an airplane announced to his passengers,” Ladies and gentlemen, I have good news and bad news.  On the bad side, our instruments have gone out and we don’t know where we’re going.  The good news is that we’ve picked up a tail wind and are making very good time.” 

As an aside, I heard a report that what caused the plane to make a forced landing in the Hudson River, off Manhattan, a few weeks ago, may have been the result of a terrorist act. Apparently, the evidence, which is a bunch of feathers points to Canada. I guess our goose is cooked!

A parish that embraces the pastoral vision of Stewardship does not take its giftedness for granted. The parish realizes that it merely holds the gifts in trust and has a responsibility to use them wisely for the building up of God’s kingdom. A stewardship parish knows where it’s going.
Stewardship is only possible when built upon the strong foundation of clearly articulated, understood and communicated beliefs and values expressed in a vital faith which lives out those beliefs and values.  It becomes a reality when a congregation embraces a God-given vision of how things might be, and establishes a mission to see the vision become a reality.

That’s part of our reason for gathering today: to continue to lay the foundation.
Rarely does someone buy a ticket and board a train without knowing where it is going!  No one gets on the southbound GO train in Markham without believing that it will end up at Union Station.
In the past, each group within most Catholic parishes operated almost as an independent entity. Each group was doing good work but we rarely saw how each piece was connected to the whole. This sometimes led to duplication of efforts and sometimes tension between competing groups. As the community changed, new emerging needs were not well identified. It was difficult to get parish group leaders to re-evaluate long established patterns of operating. I felt a bit like a turf war situation. 

If the tracks are not well cared for, of if it appears the train is headed for an obscure destination or no destination at all, then people will be jumping off at every stop along the way. In this kind of faith community, parishioners look to have their individual spiritual needs met but lack a clear challenge and maybe the invitation to apply their gifts and talents toward a common purpose that recognizes the signs of times within our culture. In other words, the stewardship vision needs to be clear and we parishioners need to hear it articulated again and again, like the Nehemiah principle, every 26 days.
When I hear “Faithful Servants Walking God’s Talk”, I immediately associate it in my mind with our stewardship vision here in St. Patrick’s parish.

Rick Warren, authour of The Purpose Driven Church and also the minister who said the prayer at Barack Obama’s inauguration, writes that he believes that there is a lot of power in having a clearly defined vision.

He says that if you as a parish community have a clearly defined vision, there are at least five great benefits:

1. A clear purpose (vision) builds morale - Paul reminds us in I Cor. 1:10 that the key 
to harmony in the church is to be united in purpose.  If your vision is unclear, your morale will be low.  

2. A clear purpose (vision) reduces frustration - Isaiah 26:3 says that God “gives 
perfect peace to those who keep their purpose firm and put their trust in God.” A clear purpose not only defines what we do, it defines what we do not do.  

3. A clear purpose (vision) allows concentration - A focused light has tremendous power.  Diffused light has no power at all. It allows us to keep the main thing the main thing.

4 A clear purpose (vision) attracts cooperation - People like to be part of a parish that is trying to meet the needs that have been identified.

5.  A clear purpose (vision) assists evaluation - II Cor. 13:5 says, “Examine 
yourselves to see whether you are in the faith, test yourselves.”  How does a church 
evaluate itself?  A clear purpose gives you the tool to evaluate how you are doing.

Warren also reminds us that, “Absolutely nothing will revitalize a discouraged church faster than rediscovering its purpose.”

So anyone who thinks that stewardship is just a new angle on fundraising has really missed the boat. I think this part of our role: to continue to help our fellow parishioners see the awesome purpose we share at this historical moment in time, that is like no other, and that this historical moment in time is waiting in anticipation for our personal gifts and talents to be offered as part of the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation.

Discussion Questions:
1. Our society seems to believe that power will get us what we most want: freedom and happiness. What kinds of power can you identify? How do you respond to the statement?

2. How do ‘stewardship’ parishes speak to the needs of our current society and the various crises we face?

3. At what point on our stewardship journey are we now at St. Patrick’s and where do we go from here?
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