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Session 1 
Commitment, Servanthood and Stewardship 

This session asks what it means to be a steward of the good gifts God gives to us. We will ask: What does God ask of us? What might it mean to be a servant of Christ and a servant of his world? How can we show our commitment to the mission which Christ entrusts to us? How should we use our money as part of our Christian life? 

Welcome and Hospitality 

Introductory Worship 

In a moment of quiet, we reflect on this day and offer one thing for which we are thankful, out loud if you feel able. 

The leader gathers the prayers together, praying: 
Lord, we know all things come from you, 
And we thank you for the material resources
entrusted to us. 
Make us wise stewards, we pray, 
so we do not lavish our cash on goods which fade  
and fads which pass, 
but rather invest earthly gifts 
according to eternal values. Amen

We offer this session to God, asking that the Holy Spirit will inspire us and bind us together as friends in Christ and servants of his world. 
We pray the Transforming Lives prayer together: 

God of every time and place, 
you hold each moment and shape each day; 
by the gentleness of your Spirit transform us, 
with the gifts of your Spirit, equip us, 
in the boldness of your Spirit, send us out, 
to serve you and transform the world, 
in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


Sharing 

Have you ever had an unexpected windfall – a legacy, an unexpected gift, or a prize from a competition you never expected to win? What about a £20 note found in a pocket or in the bottom of a handbag which you didn’t know you had? How did you feel about it? What effect, if any, did it have on you? In twos or threes, share something of your experience. 

Opening the Scriptures 

· Read the following story: 

The Parable of the Gold Coins

Luke 19:12-26 

Exploration 

What is this parable about? Presumably it’s all about money but is there more to it than that? 

Commitment 
Recently, bankers have not been among the most popular people. Money can’t buy respect.  And it seems that there’s nothing new in this; ‘the man who would be king’, the character with whom this story opens, seems to be anything but flavour of the month! 

We don’t know how he’s come to achieve the highest status. Has he the money to have bought the right to rule? Perhaps he is the favoured servant of another powerful ruler. He may have received it as a reward for ‘services rendered’. What seems quite clear, and is important for us, is that those over whom he will return to rule are less than enthusiastic about the prospect.
But, harsh though his character may be, he is clearly a man of considerable wealth. While he is away, he gives his servants large sums of cash – in today’s money, each receives about £75,000. He says, ‘You know my methods – get on with it while I’m away!’ They are to follow his business plan, so that, when he returns as king, he will be able to carry on his business. 

What is the result? The basic plan seems to be that to a greater or lesser degree, depending on their abilities, those who have returned a profit receive their reward by being promoted. 

It’s the last servant who finds himself in trouble. He seems to be overawed by the challenge laid before him. He’s just not prepared to take the risk.  And so, for him, it all goes wrong. Only those who are willing to fully commit themselves to the new regime will be able to play a part in it. 

So this is a story, not primarily about finance or about our own particular talents as such. It is about commitment to a cause. It’s about investing time and effort into a shared enterprise. The reward of those who have worked hard, however, is not idleness or a resting on their laurels. The reward is greater responsibility and a new arena for the exercise of their gifts. 

Discussion 

The parable leads us to ask ourselves about our commitments. 

Again in twos or threes, discuss those things to which you are committed. It might be to do with your work, your leisure time, a cause, your family or your friends. Try and be specific. We all have commitments: some may be obvious and some we might just presume. There may be commitments which we don’t know we have until we think about it carefully. How much time do you give to them? How much do they cost? 

Exploring Further 

What of all this talk of servants – isn’t it all a bit old-fashioned and maybe even irrelevant? 

Servants & Slaves 
In many ancient houses around the area people gather from time to time to reconstruct ‘the olden days’. Some of you may well have encountered this kind of event and talked to those taking part about life in the great house in the 16th or 17th century. Or you may have visited centres which aim to recreate past periods, such as the Jorvik Viking centre in York. 

Share something of how this kind of experience can help in understanding how a different culture ‘worked’. How can different cultures from diverse places and times help us to see the way do things afresh? 

This parable talks about servants. What does servant mean to you? 

‘Servant’ is a well used word in the Bible. Paul talked about himself as a ‘servant of Christ’ (Galatians 1:10) and of making himself a ‘slave to all’ (1 Corinthians 9:19). He also talks of Jesus ‘taking the form of a servant’ (Philippians 2:7). One of the most moving stories in the Gospels is that of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet – the task of the most menial servant. 

The parallel parable in Matthew’s Gospel (Matthew 25:14-30) to that which we have just read uses the scarier word ‘slave.’ The man who would be king has the power of life and death over his slaves and everything they do. Everything they have, they owe to his generosity. 

What are the barriers to thinking of ourselves as ‘slaves’ or ‘servants’ in modern society? What might it mean to embrace that role? How does this affect the way we approach the vocation Jesus asks us to fulfil? 

Challenge 

If this parable means anything at all, these statements follow: 

· Everything we have, everything we are, even our lives, belong to God. They are entrusted to us as stewards of those gifts. (Remember that in the story of creation in Genesis 2, God calls Adam and Eve to be stewards of his creation.) 

· We are accountable for what’s been entrusted to us. The life of the steward involves risk taking. 

· To make the most of those gifts will mean we need to be committed – committed to God’s plan for us. God gives us responsibility to do our part but he also gives us the strength to do it – that is the power of grace! We need to be open to receive that grace by choosing to follow in Christ’s way as his friends and disciples. 

The Foundation for Stewardship 
If I take this parable seriously I have to recognise that the whole of life belong to God. So what about tithing (giving 10% of what we have to God)? The danger of concentrating on tithing is that we suggest that we are only partially committed to God’s world. 10% seems like a lot (it is!). Really, though, what we owe to God is 100%! It all belongs to God and there’s nothing left over. 

We cannot set our limit to what we give to God just by what we put on the plate on Sunday morning. We can’t just pretend that the time we spend doing God’s work is limited to that time which we spend supporting Church activities. We can’t set a limit to the energies and skills that we offer to God by what we use in parish programmes alone. 10% may be a good yard stick for what we give to the church and to other charities. But we must remember that this is in the context of giving of our all to God in all that we do. 

This parable challenges all of my spending, all of my time and all of my energies and skills. God is an everyday God. He is interested in my whole life 

– from the smallest to the greatest parts. And the parable confronts us with our whole attitude to the world in which we live because it’s been entrusted to you and me. 

God has been incredibly generous in giving us all kind of freedoms with what’s been entrusted to us – the way our time is spent, the way our money is spent, the way our energies and talents and skills are used. It’s all a gift. 

Two questions for your church: 

· What has God entrusted to our Church? 

· What is our church doing with it? 

Two questions for you: 

· What has God entrusted to me in our Church? 

· What am I doing with it? 

These are questions we need to ask constantly. Spend some time discussing them, especially the first set. Try and stay focussed on yourself and your own church. This is a challenge to you! 

If we take seriously these questions – which the parable asks us of us – then we will recognise all over again that we are stewards, that the whole world has been entrusted to us and that every aspect of our life belongs to God. 

If you have time why not share some of your reflections on this session. What will you undertake to do differently? What are your misgivings? What are your hopes and frustrations given all this? 

Meditation 

Spend some time with these three verses. Which ones speaks to you most strongly? Which one challenges you? Which one reassures you? 

‘I have branded you on the palms of my hands’

Isaiah 49:16

God loves us so much that his commitment is shown by accepting the marks of ownership as if he was a slave. We are branded onto his hands. This is our god – the Servant King.

‘You are not your own – you were bought with a price.’

1 Corinthians 6:19-20
It cost Jesus to claim us, to redeem us. Like the sevants in the parable, we are called to model our lives on those of our master. This could be costly as we take up our cross and follow his way.

‘I have called you by name – you belong to me.’

Isaiah 43:1

This is not just an invitation to volunteer. You belong to God because he has called you – this is non-negotiable. Each one of us has a unique part to play in building God’s kingdom with him. God invites us to join in his work in the world

A Renewal of Commitment 
Leader: 

As the people of God we are called to serve him in his world. 

Christ has many services to be done: 
some are easy, others are difficult; 
some bring honour, others bring reproach; 
some are suitable to our natural inclinations and material interests, 
others are contrary to both; 
in some we may please Christ and please ourselves; 
in others we cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves. 
Yet the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ, 
who strengthens us. 

Therefore, let us make this covenant of God our own. 
Let us give ourselves to him, 
trusting in his promises and relying on his grace. 

I am no longer my own, but yours. 
Put me to what you will, place me where you will. 
Put me to doing, put me to suffering. 
Let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, 
exalted for you or brought low for you. 
Let me be full, let me be empty. 
Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and willingly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.
And now, glorious and blessed God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you are mine, and I am yours.
So be it for ever. 
And the covenant which I have made on earth, 
let it be fulfilled in heaven. Amen. 
Covenant prayer of John Wesley (adapted) 

A Prayer for Grace 
O God, you declare your almighty power 
most chiefly in showing mercy and pity: 
mercifully grant to us such a measure of your grace, 
that we, running the way of your commandments, 
may receive your gracious promises, 
and be made partakers of your heavenly treasure; 
through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 
who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. Amen.


Something to take away… 

What has challenged you during this session? 

Is there anything which you have found difficult? 

Is there one change in your lifestyle, your attitudes or your giving to which you will commit yourself? 

Session 2 
Money in Church 

In today’s session we think about money in the context of the Church. We will think about some of the issues and difficulties that seem to surround discussion of money and the Church. Do these need to be difficulties? Can we learn to think about money as something which is given to us precisely so that we are able to express our gratitude to God? 

Welcome and Hospitality 

Introductory Worship 

In a moment of quiet, we reflect on this day and offer one thing for which we are thankful, out loud if you feel able. 

The leader gathers the prayers together, praying: 

Eternal God, out of your great generosity 
you brought your world into being and gave it life. 
Then you gave yourself, on the cross of human suffering. 
Such priceless, painful giving! 
Did you invite us here to show us that? 
Then show it to us once more, O God! 
Show us a different kind of world, 
a different cost of living, where the pain will not be eased 
by the money we spend on ourselves 
but by the way we spend ourselves for others, and the way we value life. 
Eternal God, out of your great generosity, 
make us generous; bring us into being. Amen. 

We offer this session to God, asking that the Holy Spirit will inspire us and bind us together as friends in Christ and servants of his world. 

We pray the Transforming Lives prayer together: 

God of every time and place, 
you hold each moment and shape each day; 
by the gentleness of your Spirit transform us, 
with the gifts of your Spirit, equip us, 
in the boldness of your Spirit, send us out, 
to serve you and transform the world, 
in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Sharing 

Amongst your family and friends, who is the easiest person to buy a birthday present for? Who is the most difficult? Why is this? In twos or threes, share what you have discovered. 

Opening the Scriptures 

Read the following passage: 

David praised the LORD in the presence of the whole assembly, saying … 

‘Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power  and the glory and the majesty and the splendour, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. 

Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all.’ 

1 Chronicles 29:10-11 
Exploration 

The Offertory 
We are very familiar with these words. In many churches they are recited at the offertory when the bread and the wine are set before God just before the Eucharistic prayer. 

Let’s go a bit deeper. These words show that everything we have, everything we are, and everything that is, is God’s (see session 1). When we recognise that everything in heaven and earth are God’s then we don’t have to worry about what is ours anymore. It frees us to think about receiving and giving in a new way. This is the true foundation of stewardship. 

Everything we have is entrusted to us by God. At the Eucharist we are able to offer all that we have and all that we are to God. We become a living sacrifice. At the offertory we bring natural products (grain and grapes) that have been transformed by human labour (into bread and wine). We offer up the fruits of creation and the fruits of our work. 

We ask that God would transform these gifts so that they are for us his body and his blood. Just as the gifts are transformed so, by them, we are formed into the likeness of Christ and his body in the world. 

Three Scenarios 
Of course, at the offertory we often bring forward the collection. What does that say about our worship? Is this an embarrassment? Is this a key part of our worship? Read these three scenarios. 

The Rector climbs the pulpit steps on a Sunday morning announcing: ‘This morning I’m going to preach on stewardship.’ Eyes glaze, people in the pews stir uneasily in their sleep! Have you ever heard the parish priest say, ‘Well, of course, I don’t like to talk about money.’? Or the lay person who says, ‘Don’t you worry about the money, Vicar, we’ll look after that. You do the spiritual work.’ The Church and money seem to be uneasy bedfellows. 

Here’s another church. They have no collecting plates at all – at least, they never use them during the service. There’s a plate at the door so some people, as they go in, pay their entrance fee and put their money on the plate. And some, on their way out, if they liked the sermon, put in their money. The money never made its way into the body of the church at all. It was taken off somewhere else as soon as possible. The collection of our money is not to interfere with our worship. 

Here’s another church – it’s almost any church. They were experiencing financial difficulties, so they said, ‘Let’s have a raffle; let’s have a fund raiser!’ The idea is that people will give money only when the church or some project needs it. Fund-raising is an occasional challenge. Giving is related to financial need. 

So what are these pictures saying? They are common scenes in our churches. The message that they send is that we don’t know what to do with money in church. Somehow the two don’t seem to go together. So often we treat money as some necessary evil that we have to put up with and we don’t like to talk about. 

When we have our offering in church, what do we do? Perhaps it feels like we all stand up and sing loudly so that no one will notice the plate going round. What’s going on? 

How does it work in your church? How do you feel about the collection plate? How do you think it should be handled? Are these scenarios familiar? How do you think money relates to the Church? 

Exploring Further 

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Humpty-Dumpty extols the virtues of unbirthday presents over birthday presents – for every one of the latter, there are potentially 364 of the former! Humpty also says, ‘When I use a word … it means just what I choose it to mean -neither more nor less.’ 

In what ways does our choice of language affect how we think about what we are doing in worship? 

Two questions for your church: 

· Do we have a collection or an offertory? Does it really matter what we call it? 

· Do we tell people where the money comes from and where it goes? 

Two questions for you: 

· How do I think of my offering? 

· Do I see the offertory as an important part of the service? 

Two further questions: 

· What about those who have no money to give – how do they feel when the offertory plate comes round? 

· Do I judge people by what they give and do I have my own idea of what they should be giving? 

Spend some time discussing these questions. 

Let’s think a little more about the way in which we look at money in relation to God. We use money all the time. It’s not incidental to life. It touches everything that we do. Not one day goes by without some reference to money. 

· We are told to spend it so that our lives will be longer and happier. 

· We are urged to save it for those rainy days. 

· We are begged to give to those in need. 

· We use it to indulge ourselves. 

So money impinges on every part of our lives. So why do we have the feeling that we must never talk about money in connection with who we really are or as those entrusted with life and a world by God? 

Money is much more than something to pay the bills. No matter how important those bills are, that is not what money is for. Money has more than just an outward meaning. Beneath its outward appearance there can be a deep spiritual meaning. 

What does this mean? Think of it like this: money is me in miniature. It shows others what I’m doing with my life. It says what my commitments are. It reveals something about my innermost desires and fears and hopes. It is connected to all my energies, all my time, all my skills and all the things I do. 

Do you think that money is you in miniature? Do you think this is a helpful way to look at money? Why or why not? Do you think money does connect to all that you are and do? 


Discussion 

In Appendix 1 you will find a £7.50 note. Don’t spend it all at once. Perhaps you could cut it out and pass it round. 

Think about the following: 

· Imagine using this to pay for a weekly shop in a supermarket. Does it seem a lot? 

· Imagine this is a free voucher you’ve won and you decide to use it doing some internet shopping at Christmas time. How far would it go? 

· Imagine that you wanted to spend this at a fast-food restaurant or on a take-away. Would you get a meal? 

Imagine seeing this on a collection plate. Would it seem like a lot? 
Share your reactions with one another. Now read the following statistics: 

Imagine you had 1 stipendiary priest serving a single parish: 

· • The priest costs £802 per week 
-Stipend and National Insurance: £452 
-Housing & Repairs: £168 
- Pensions: £140 
-Training: £42 
That comes to £41700 per year 

• If you add on support for the ministry every week from diocesan and national resources, that comes to: 

- diocesan support for parish ministry: £153 

- diocesan administration: £52 
-national administration: £22 

· Bringing the total per year up to: £53500 

That’s all just for the cost of a priest. If you begin to add on the cost of other things like diocesan events and training which we all use then it goes up. And then there’s the heating, the building maintenance, the churchyards, the photocopying, the mileage, the insurance…you know the rest! 

Do they change how you feel about the pound note? 
Opening the Scriptures 

 Read 

Matthew 12:15-22

Challenge 

Right at the heart of worship is the opportunity to respond to God (with praise, penitence, thanksgiving and a renewal of commitment). In worship God takes us however we are as we come to him and he transforms us into who he wants us to be. 

And money has a part to play in worship. It isn’t just an embarrassing necessity. In worship, we see that money can be a sign of my commitments, my daily needs, my worries and my leisure. In worship we can say, ‘I ask you to take what I offer and, in blessing it, make me more and more the kind of person you intend me to be. Use this money for your glory. Use my life for your glory.’ 

How would you feel if you heard someone making these statements? 

· I am not giving just because the church needs money. 

· I am not giving because religion should be free. 

· I am not giving because we’re always being asked for more. 

· I am not giving because there are more important crises in the world. 

· I am not giving because I give to enough good causes. 

· I am not giving because I disagree with what the church spends the money on. 

· I am not giving because we don’t have a priest at the moment. 

· I am not giving because other churches don’t make their full contribution to the Common Fund (Parish Share). 

I am giving myself and one of the best ways that I know how to do that is to take this ordinary, everyday thing – money – which expresses so much about me and give it. 

· Consecrate my offering, Lord, and consecrate me to be your person in the world 

Which of these statements have you used or heard someone else say? Are some of these good reasons not to give? Are some of them too hard to say? Do any of the statements make you angry? Do some of them make sense? How would you respond to people making these statements? 

Meditation 

Read the following passage together, slowly and reflectively: 

Lord Jesus 
for you money is not a dirty commodity, 
the stuff of private conversations, 
the enemy of all that is spiritual. 


You handled coins, paid taxes,
acknowledged the realities of trade and commerce,

and were unafraid to identify and condemn the misuse,
the false security, and the lure of money. 

Through your Holy Spirit, 

inform the consciences of all who govern our finances,

fix trade prices,
 raise interest rates or cancel debt. 

May money and morality never be kept poles apart 
in national treasure or private homes; 
and though your head does not appear on our coinage 
may we use it as in your sight. 


© Panel on Worship, Church of Scotland 

A Prayer for Salvation and Strengthening 

Save us Lord, 
from the temptation to buy what we do not need; 
from confusing what we need with what we want; 
from wasting what we do not own, 
from owning what we will never use, 
from idealizing the past as a golden age; 
from bequeathing our children a sorry inheritance. 


Strengthen the arm and the will 
of all who, for the good of the world you made and love, 
challenge our greed 
and inform us about appropriate living. 
May their words gain a good hearing 
so that the world may have a good future. 


© Panel on Worship, Church of Scotland 

Something to take away… 

Is there anything particular in this session which has challenged you? 

How would you feel if someone said that you were God’s present to himself? He gave you life and being so you could offer yourself back to him – a daily present! 

Session 3 
Cost and Joy 

In this session we think about the cost of giving but also the joy of giving. In particular we will spend some time reflecting on the Collection which Paul was gathering for ‘all the saints’ in Jerusalem. We will see what for Paul was the foundation for giving and also what were the consequences of giving. 
Welcome and Hospitality 

Introductory Worship 

In a moment of quiet, we reflect on this day and offer one thing for which we are thankful, out loud if you feel able. 

The leader gathers the prayers together, praying: 

God, the giver of life, 
whose Holy Spirit wells up within your Church: 
by the Spirit's gifts equip us to live the gospel of Christ

and make us eager to do your will,
that we may share with the whole creation 

the joys of eternal life;
through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 
who is alive and reigns with you,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

ne God, now and for ever. Amen. 

We offer this session to God, asking that the Holy Spirit will inspire us and bind us together as friends in Christ and servants of his world. 

We pray the Transforming Lives prayer together: 

God of every time and place, 
you hold each moment and shape each day; 
by the gentleness of your Spirit transform us, 
with the gifts of your Spirit, equip us, 
in the boldness of your Spirit, send us out, 
to serve you and transform the world, 
in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
Sharing 

In a television programme earlier this year, a group of women in Zimbabwe were describing their daily life.  All of them said that they regularly went without food so that their children might eat at least one meal a day. 

Can you think of a time when you have made a real sacrifice for the sake of another person – or when someone else has made a real sacrifice for you? What did it feel like? In groups of two or three, share what you feel able to of this. 

Opening the Scriptures 

Read the following passage: 

2 Corinthians 8:1-15 
Exploration 

The Collection 
Paul was collecting for the poor in Jerusalem. Imagine what Jerusalem was like as a holy city in the first century. There were huge numbers of pilgrims, many of whom could afford to travel. This made it a good place for those who had nothing to go and beg for food and money. And of course pilgrims were more likely to be the kind of people who would give alms. 

Although the church in Jerusalem was in many ways the mission centre of the Christian movement, as it grew and ministered to the poor in Jerusalem it naturally attracted many members who did not have private means. The church in Jerusalem was struggling (Galatians 2:10). So Paul was eager to send some aid from all the new churches across the Mediterranean – including the Corinthians. 

Indeed, in the letter to the Romans (15:25-27), in the section where Paul is asking for a contribution to the Collection, he notes that the churches of Macedonia (where the Philippian and Thessalonian churches were) had shared some of their resources with Jerusalem, as had the churches of Achaia (where the Corinthians were). 

In this passage, we hear Paul encouraging the Corinthian church to give. In 2 Corinthians 9, we will hear him say that he has been boasting about their generosity to the Macedonians. 

Some of the Macedonians might come with Paul on his next trip and so he is urging the Corinthians to be ready with their gift so that his boasting won’t leave him embarrassed. 

Paul notes that the Macedonians have been very generous despite their poverty and their afflictions. They have given even beyond their means and begged Paul and his co-travellers for the privilege of sharing in the ministry of the saints (the Christians) in this way! 

So Paul says that Titus will be coming to Corinth to help the Corinthians to complete their plans to give generously. Paul knows that they excel in everything – in faith and knowledge and love – and so he wants them to excel in giving. 

How would you feel if you received this letter? Does Paul make a good case? Is this moral blackmail? Would this letter make you give? Share your thoughts. 

Paul, of course, says that this is not a command. After all, he wants it to be a gift and not a tax! However, he is not backward in coming forward, as we say in Yorkshire. He thinks it is unfair not to tell the Corinthians how other Christians are doing. They are meant to be one body. 

It is then that Paul really makes the point he wanted to make all along: ‘For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.’ 

For Paul, this is the heart of giving. He does not want the Corinthians to give: 

· Because they will feel good. 

· Because feeling the pinch is good for the soul. 

· Because it will help those in need. 

· Because they have totted up their income and realised they have a bit to spare. 

· Because it will have a good outcome for all concerned. 

· Because it will show they all have the right motivations and desires. 

All or some of these may be true! But Paul wants them to give because they have experienced in their lives the generosity of God in Jesus Christ. Jesus generously and lovingly gave up his ‘equality’ with God and became a human being. He became poor by going through the worst that the world could throw at him, by suffering and dying, so that disobedient humanity might become God’s new people. That is the kind of richness that Paul is talking about. 

So what is at the heart of all this? Paul is saying that we should give because Jesus gave himself for us – totally and without reserve. We were blessed and enriched beyond our wildest dreams by that self-giving. Therefore if we give too then we become like Christ. We are able to give generously and lavishly with all that we are because Jesus has shown us the way. He has enriched us with his grace so that we can be givers! 

We all know that giving can be costly – even unpleasant – and it’s not ‘natural’. Paul agrees. He is saying that this isn’t merely natural. It is because of Jesus that giving generously is now a possibility for us. We are transformed and enriched people now – part of the people of God. 

You might like to read this passage from the letter to the Philippians. In what ways does it back up what Paul says to the Corinthians? 

Read              Philippians 2:5-11 

Discussion 

In one parish, the Vicar challenged people on Ash Wednesday, ‘I want you to give up something unusual for Lent. I want you to give up money. For the next six weeks, I want you to increase what you put in the offertory by 50%. If you now put in £2 a week, make it £3. If it’s £5, make it £7.50. If it’s £10, make it £15. If it’s £20, make it £30.’  And at Easter, he said, ‘How difficult was it making that extra offering during Lent? If it wasn’t a problem, why should you now give God any less?’ 

What’s your reaction to this story? Share it with the rest of the group. 

Imagine something similar happening in your church. What might happen? Even if this did happen in your church, is it worth the sacrifice? If not, why not? Do you think giving to God is an easy decision to make? 

Incidentally, the parish quoted above found that, six months later, giving had risen by 42%! What opportunities for mission might be available if something similar happened in your parish? 

Exploring Further 

Paul continues his letter to the Corinthians saying: 

READ 

2 Corinthians 9:6-15 
If God gives us abundance and riches (in whatever way) then he does that so we can give too. He wants us to join in his life of self-giving. It’s as if he gives us the seeds to sow so that we can see the harvest increased. We see God’s righteousness – his justice – at work in and through us. 

But there’s more! Paul explains that giving leads to thanksgiving to God. If you bless others with your gift then they will praise God because of what you have done. Giving leads to praise! Not only that but the recipients of your gift will repay you by praying for you. 

This is a win win situation for Paul. The more you give, the more like Christ you become. The more like Christ you become the more you will stir up praise and love of God in others. Those who praise God because of you will pray for you and give thanks for you. Thus giving becomes the means by which we participate in the grace of God. 

Those who were far off become friends and neighbours. What happens is that the body of Christ is built up. We are built up more and more into a unity. If others flourish then we too flourish. We are never unaffected by either the suffering or the flourishing of others. Thus the more we give, the more the church is built up as a grace-filled solidarity. 

So, to sum up. God in Christ transforms us into a new people. God gives us the grace to be cheerful givers. When we give it helps others to flourish and it makes us Christ-like. Those to whom we give overflow in thanksgiving to God and in prayer for us. The body of Christ is built up and we are transformed by the flourishing of our neighbours. So, for Paul, the Collection for Jerusalem was a very mundane way of participating in the grace of God because it helped the givers to become more like Christ. 

When we give, having the mind of Christ, life becomes more like a festival in which we love to give rather than a series of calculations about costs and profits and losses. Remember Jesus did not count the cost but gave up everything so we all might be richly blessed with new life. 

Challenge 

What would your church think if this letter was sent to your church? Has this changed your feelings about the Common Fund (Parish Share)? What are your reservations? In what ways has this challenged you? Share your thoughts. 

This is a picture which was given to the diocese by +Hilkiah, bishop of our link diocese of Mara in 2008. It was presented during the service of celebration for the twenty years we have been linked. The two Masai warriors are symbolic of our dioceses. It illustrates the motto of the link: Bega Kwa Bega, which means ‘shoulder to shoulder’. Spend some time with the image. How does it speak to you? What images does it conjure up for you? What does it say to you about the diocese, about our links with other dioceses, about God? 

Jesus said, ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.’ 

Matthew 11:28-30 
Something to take home 

Has anything from this session made you think again about why you give to the Church? 

What is it that you offer to the Church which costs you something, which isn’t easy to give? What do you find hard about giving? 

What makes you joyful and cheerful about giving? 

Session 4 
Divinity and Humanity 

In this session we will ask what it means for us to be the body of Christ. We will also think about God becoming human in Jesus. We will ask: What does this mean for the way we view the world? What does it mean for the way we view ourselves? How does this affect our vision of what it means to be the Church? Will this affect the way we share our resources? 

Welcome and Hospitality 

Introductory Worship 

In a moment of quiet, we reflect on this day and offer one thing for which we are thankful, out loud if you feel able. 

The leader gathers the prayers together, praying: 

O Lord Jesus Christ 
by becoming flesh and blood
you showed to us that ordinary and material things are holy
and could be the means of your grace:
grant us a right attitude to money,
and a generous heart in the use  
of the wealth committed to us
that by our stewardship we may glorify you,
with the Father and the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and for ever. Amen. 

We offer this session to God, asking that the Holy Spirit will inspire us and bind us together as friends in Christ and servants of his world. 

We pray the Transforming Lives prayer together: 

God of every time and place, 
you hold each moment and shape each day; 
by the gentleness of your Spirit transform us, 
with the gifts of your Spirit, equip us, 
in the boldness of your Spirit, send us out, 
to serve you and transform the world, 
in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


Opening the Scriptures 

Read the following passage: 

1 Corinthians 12:1, 4-13 

Exploration 

Have you ever been a gift which you didn’t like? Have you ever received something which was of no use whatsoever? How many Christmas and birthday presents live in the back of the kitchen cupboard or on a shelf in the garage? 

God gives many gifts to his people. The gifts that he gives, however, are gifts to be used. He gives a whole variety of gifts through the Spirit. It isn’t one person that gets all the gifts and then uses them on behalf of everyone. The Spirit allots all these gifts to a variety of people for the common good. It would be a sin of pride to think we can choose the gifts or to think that we have them all! 

The Christian writer John Milbank writes that the ‘life of the saints [the Christians] is inherently social, because it is the opposite of a life of sin, which is the life of self-love.’ Paul reminds us that the life of the Church is a corporate life. If all our attention is on ourselves then we take no heed of others. 

If, however, we live as Paul suggests – as a Church which is one body with many members – then our attention is directed out to others. Our love is love of God and in loving God we love those who he has given to us – our neighbours and those we meet in the world. If we love God then we should see every stranger as a potential friend, a gift from God. 

Behind all of these gifts is the same Spirit 

– it is the one God that gives such a rich variety of gifts so that his people will be one. We need each other. 

One will speak wisdom, one will speak in tongues, another will interpret for the assembled Christians, one will witness to the faithfulness of God through their own faithfulness. 

These gifts are given to us but it doesn’t mean we can use them just as we wish. We may not know how to use them! It is the same Spirit who empowers us to use them – they are activated by God’s Holy Spirit. Paul writes elsewhere: ‘If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit’ (Galatians 5:25) 

We are built up into one body. A body has lots of parts but it is one body. And lots of different parts make up one body. In baptism we become members of the body of Christ. We die with Christ as we go down into the tomb – symobolised by the water – but then we also share in his resurrection as we burst from the waters. We are reborn in the Spirit. After baptism we hear this prayer: 

‘May God, who has received you by baptism into his Church, pour upon you the riches of his grace, that within the company of Christ’s pilgrim people you may be daily renewed by his anointing Spirit, and come to the inheritance of the saints in glory.’ 

What does this prayer say about being a Christian? Do you think you can be a Christian on your own? 

What does Paul’s meditation on the gifts of the Spirit say about it means to be the Church? Is there a difference between going to church and being the Church? Share your thoughts. 

You might like to think about the fruit of the Spirit. Do you think the fruits are concerned with people who are solitary or people who have dealings with others? 

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 

Galatians 5:22-23 

What about the opposite of the fruits of the Spirit? How many of these are social ‘diseases’? 

[image: image2.jpg]Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity,
licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels,

dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these.
Galatians 5:19-21





Discussion 

Jesus said that a prophet is never without honour – except in his home town (Mark 6:1-6). It is true that familiarity can breed contempt. No-one likes to be lectured by the boy next door. Things that are exotic and strange always rouse our interest over the ordinary, mundane things we see every day. The grass is always greener over the other side of the fence. 

Imagine you receive these requests from a church in a country in the developing world. If your church is St X then imagine the Parish of St X in that country asking you this: 

[image: image3.jpg]We need some mosquito nets in our village to prevent the spread of
malaria which can be fatal.

We have no running water. The pool where we collect the water
sometimes becomes stagnant and we become poorly. Could you help us,
through the charity WaterAid, to dig and maintain a proper well and
pump?

The temporary roof on our church is now beyond repair. We would like
some help to build a permanent one before the rainy season.





What would your reaction in your group be to these requests? Why would you react like that? 

Imagine in the same week you had these requests from St X in the neighbouring deanery: 

In line with recent legislation we need to build a disabled ramp. At present we only have one person who will need it for access but it will help them a lot. We are hoping that we can extend a welcome to more people in the community. 

We would like to employ a full-time youth worker to help us reach out to some of the young people who feel excluded in our area. They are sometimes a nuisance but no-one tries to understand them. We would like to work with them and show them the excitement of living for the Gospel. 

The ancient roof on our church is now beyond repair. We would like some help to repair it before the rain finally ruins the interior. 

What would your reaction in your group be to these requests? Why would you react like that? 

Are your reactions different for each set of requests? Why or why not? What does this say to you about being one body? 

The Common Fund is about sharing resources between different churches for the mission of the Church as a whole in a diocese. The diocese is like the whole church in miniature. The diocese is not a central body (although it has some central administration and shared central resources). It is one body with many members. Each parish is a member. 

We should remember that giving is a very personal thing. It is personal because it bonds people together. 

Two questions: 

· Do you think the diocese is impoverished if we don’t share our resources, our money and our talents? 

· Is giving to strangers easier than giving to neighbours? Why? 

Exploring Further 

Think about these comments from three early Christian thinkers: 

[image: image4.jpg]For our sake he
made him to be sin

who knew no sin, so
that in him we might
become the
righteousness of
God.

2 Corinthians 5.21

The Son of God

‘became what
we are in order
to make us what
he himself is.”
St Ireneaus of
Lyons (c.115-
202)

‘He became
human that we
might become
divine.’

St Athanasius
(293-373)





What do you think they mean? What is perplexing about these comments? Does anything make you uneasy? Does anything excite you? 

These three examples talk about interchange. Jesus shares in our reality so that we can share in his reality. Irenaeus and Athanasius don’t mean that we turn into God. They mean that we can share in the life of God. We can die with Christ and share in his risen life – even now through baptism. We can become so like God by the pattern of our lives that we are Christ-like, God​like. We can, by God’s grace, participate in God’s goodness and love. 

So – our bodies and our actions can reveal God to others. They can see in us the work of God. That’s a fantastic claim. The way we are with others and what we are to others can show forth God’s life to them. When we live and move and have our being in God then people see him in us. 
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who wonderfully created us in your own image
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through your Son Jesus Christ:

grant that, as he came to share in our humanity,

so we may share the life of his divinity;

who is alive and reigns with you,
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Collect for the First Sunday of Christmas





What does all this say to the way you view: 

· the world? 

· your body? 

· your actions? 

What does this say about the way you care for: 

· the world? 

· your body? 
• other people? 
We are called to be stewards of God’s creation. This includes all that is created. It includes us, our bodies and all that we are and do. 

Challenge 

Jesus gives us the capacity to become like him. He empowers us with the Holy Spirit. OK, so what’s the rub? How much do we have to pay for this service? 

Jesus himself bore the cost. So, the real question is: Can you trust that, because of all Jesus has done for you, you don’t have to pay God anything for your salvation? God forgives you all your shortcomings. He has done all for you. He has paid for your redemption. You don’t have to pay a thing. In Jesus, God has transformed us into his people. He has redeemed all that we are – body and soul. 

Rob Bell, the American writer and pastor, says, ‘Trust that Jesus can repair the scarred and broken image. It is [all about] trusting that I am loved. That I always have been. That I always will be … This is our invitation. To trust that we don’t owe anything. To trust that something is already true about us, something has already been done … To trust that grace pays the bill.’ 

(Rob Bell, Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 2006), pp.151-152). 

But there is a calling and a response. 

God calls us to be his Church. He invites us to be his body. He loves us as we are but he calls us to give ourselves away: ‘It is when the church gives itself away in radical acts of service and compassion, expecting nothing in return, that the way of Jesus is most vividly put on display.’ (p.167) But that doesn’t mean we lose ourselves. Perhaps it’s only then that we truly found out who we are. 

Worship 

A Prayer for Renewal 
Father, in the mystery of your Son, poor and crucified, 
you have chosen to enrich us with every good gift: 
grant that we may fear neither poverty nor the cross, 
but rejoice to bring our brothers and sisters 
the good news of life restored and renewed; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.


Libreria Editrice Vaticana 

A Litany 
Creator God, life is your gift to us. Through Baptism you invite each of us to share the gift of life in service to others. Hear our prayers as we strive to be good stewards. 

Give us thankful hearts for the gifts you have given us. 
Help us to choose each day to put you first. Let us be a model of Christian stewardship so that others will know you through our actions. 

Give us thankful hearts for the gifts you have given us. 
Open the minds and hearts of the people of our Christian community so that we may accept your challenge to use all our gifts in service of You and one another to build your Kingdom on earth. 

Give us thankful hearts for the gifts you have given us. 
Make us keenly aware of all the blessings of our rich lives. Help us to be good stewards of our time by putting prayer first in our lives. Help us to be good stewards of our talent by putting ourselves at the service of each other. Help us to be good stewards of our treasure by sharing our financial means to build up our church and aid those in need. 

Give us thankful hearts for the gifts you have given us. 
Make your love the foundation of our lives. May our love for you express itself through our eagerness to use our time, our talent and our treasure to serve You, your Church and one another. 

Give us thankful hearts for the gifts you have given us. 
©Catholic Diocese of Helena Stewardship Department (www.diocesehelena.org/stewardship) 

A Prayer for Generosity 
Generous God, you are Life: 
life that gives itself, 
returns upon itself 
and pours itself out afresh: 
God the Holy Trinity. 
you have made us in your image. 
Help us to live with generosity and commitment
as our priority too. 
May our praise and thanksgiving 
be shown not only with our lips, 
but in our lives: 
through our time, our purses, 
our skills and our prayer. Amen. 
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 Something to take home 

Name one thing about you which is all too human. 

Name one thing about you which is divine. 

Name one thing about yourself that you would like God to transform. 

Name one area of your life in which you think God is at work now. 

Think about the free gift of grace. Ask for it. Keep asking. 

In what way will grace affect what you are prepared to give? 

Appendix 1 
[image: image6.jpg]uds Tty Pence





All materials are copyright © Diocese of Wakefield 2007.

CCL Licence No. 33533

Copyright material is included from, Common Worship: Services and Prayers 
for the Church of England copyright © The Archbishops’ Council 2000 and 
Common Worship: Daily Prayer copyright © The Archbishops’ Council 2005. 

Some material taken from the Common Worship site: 
http://www.cofe.anglican.org/commonworship
We are grateful for the following permission from Wild Goose Publications, 
Forth Floor, Savoy House, 140, Sauchiehall St, Glasgow, G2 3DH for: 
Ian M Fraser, ‘The Poor and Disadvantaged (Month 2, Day 25)’; 
John L Bell, ‘Economic Witness (Month 1, Day 2)’; 
and material from the Morning Service (Iona Abbey Worship Book), quoted as 
‘This is the Day (Month 1, Day 6)’; 
all in Neil Paynter (ed), This is the Day: Readings and Meditations from the 
Iona Community (Glasgow: Wild Goose publications, 2002).

2
32

