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Scripture Readings:

Philippians 3:4b-14
Matthew 21:33-46

Also for reference:

Exodus 20:1-4;7-9;12-20

Psalm 19
Introduction: 

· For those who are visiting, I am not the Pastor here in North Chili. My name is Lyle Tague, and I am a District Lay Speaker. Pastor Will Baez has off today, so I’m filling in today. I hope you will find this service spiritually enriching.
· Start with a word of prayer.

Are We True Stewards for Christ?
Let’s dive right into the second scripture reading. There are really two sections to this reading. The first is the parable, or story, that Christ shared. The second is his explanation of that story.

So- what’s going on here? We have a person who builds a viable business, gets it all set up and running, and then leases it to others to run. Then, when it is time to collect the payments, the lessees refuse to pay even a small amount of the large benefits they are gaining. And they don’t stop there, they actually abuse and even murder those sent to collect.

When that didn’t work, he sent his son thinking: “Of course they will respect him.” But, as the story goes, they didn’t and murdered him as well. Does this sound like a foreshadowing of what was to come with Christ?

As I dug into this, there are additional meanings and lessons that come from this story. Clearly the householder represents God the Father. The vineyard was a symbol of the theocracy of Israel, and familiar to every Jew.

[Theocracy: a form of government in which God or a deity is recognized as the supreme civil ruler, the God’s or deity’s laws being interpreted by the ecclesiastical authorities.]

Verse 43 continues this connection by clearly equating the vineyard to the kingdom of God. 

As we take that into account, we can then see how the beating and killing of the initial emissaries equates to the how the early prophets were treated, right up through John the Baptist.

In spite of everything, note how the owner still believes in the goodness of people, and thus sends his son to resolve the issues. As my reference materials point out, the story passes from history to prophesy at this point since it points to the crucifixion of Christ. 

Remember how there are several times throughout scripture where the Pharisees have tried to trap Christ with tricky questions? You know, like asking about paying taxes? [Whose image is on the coin? Grant onto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and grant onto God that which is God’s.] OR, how about the woman who was caught in adultery and threatened with stoning. [Let he who is blameless throw the first stone.] Finally, “What is the greatest commandment?” [Love your Lord God with all your heart, and Love your neighbor as yourself.]

Well, this time they walk right into it. When he asked what the owner would do when he returns, they said he would put the wicked tenants to death. Christ then quotes scripture to them from Psalm 118 where he points out that the stone that was rejected by the builders has now become the cornerstone. He then continues to point out that the Kingdom will be take from those not taking care of it and give it to another. At this point, they knew they’d been had, but could do little about it will all of Christ’s followers there. 

Given all of this, you may be wondering what this has to do with the title I chose for this morning’s message, Are We True Stewards for Christ? Well, were the tenants? Were the Pharisees? The answer is pretty easy- no. 

What about us? Are we good stewards, or do we spend way too much time acting like the tenants or the Pharisees?
What is expected of us to be good Stewards? By the way, what is a Steward?
1. a person who manages another's property or financial affairs; one who administers anything as the agent of another or others.

2. an employee on a ship, train, or bus who waits on and is responsible for the comfort of passengers, takes orders for or distributes food, etc.
The first definition speaks to the tenants. However, the last definition, the second one I shared, really speaks to our journey. Specifically: “…is responsible for the comfort of passengers…” Aren’t we asked to care for our brothers and sisters during this journey? How well do we perform?

This brings us back to what it takes to be a good Steward. There was another scripture that was referenced for today that we didn’t read. I’ll give you a hint, it is Exodus 20:1-4; 7-9; 12-20. Does anyone want to take a guess what this portion of scripture addresses?

Yes, the Ten Commandments. Does that mean we need to follow each of these, perfectly, to be good stewards. Well, that would be a nice thought, but the honest answer is that we just aren’t able to live a perfect life. Christ did, but we certainly aren’t Christ.

In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he makes it clear that following the law is worthless when compared against the saving grace of Jesus. He emphasizes in verses 12 – 14 that he still has a long way to go. He is still not all that Christ saved him for. That said, he continued to work toward the day when he would be reunited with Jesus Christ. As he said, “…I am focusing all my energies on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, I strain to reach the end of the race and receive the prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us up to heaven.” By doing this, he was trying to be a good Steward. His ability to influence others. His ability to speak before groups. His ability to leverage his education and citizenship- he used them all in his service to Christ.

Most of us are familiar with the stories in the Bible. The Good Samaritan, the story of the talents (2 out of 3!), Joseph through the famine, etc. What about some stories that aren’t in the bible?

Back in the 1880’s in the city of Philadelphia, there lived a little girl named Hattie May Wiatt. Hattie was a member of the Baptist Temple, which was growing very quickly at that time. One morning when she arrived at Sunday school she found the school so crowded that she could not get in the door. She stood outside, confused and afraid to push through the crowds of children to find a place in the Sunday school. The kindly pastor, Reverend Russell Conwell, came by and saw the scared little girl standing outside with her Sunday school book and he picked her up, carried her on his shoulders and found a place for her in the crowded Sunday school classroom.

The next day Reverend Conwell saw Hattie again and he told her that he was hoping to soon have enough money to build a bigger church so that there would be lots of room for all of the children.

Some time later Hattie May became very sick. She died in 1886. After the funeral the family came to the pastor with a worn and crumpled little purse containing 57¢. They told Reverend Conwell that Hattie May had been saving the money to help build a new church and Sunday school that would have enough room for all the children. The pastor could not believe it. He had not even begun to save or raise any money for the new building. The pastor told his parishioners about Hattie’s small gift and very quickly more and more people were making donations for the new church. They all knew that if a little girl could give 57¢ surely they could give something.

Today this simple little Temple Baptist Church is one of the largest in Philadelphia with seating for 3,300 and Temple University where hundreds of students study the Christian faith every year. And they credit it all to Hattie May’s 57¢!

Note: For more information on Hattie May you can go to the Baptist Temple web site

We have all said, at one time or another, I’m not very good at that, or I can’t do much. So what! God has made it clear that he wants our hearts and minds, and will accept any gift we can offer and will multiply it. He did that with the loaves and fishes, he did that with Hattie’s 57¢, he can do that with what we give.
Giving Treasure Who among us doesn’t sometimes dream of all the things that we might do if we had more money? Yet, Katharine Drexel was a young woman who had great wealth and gave it all away. She was born on November 26, 1858 into the home of an extremely wealthy Philadelphia banker. During her youth she wore beautiful clothes, traveled extensively, received an excellent education and even made a grand debut into society. However, her grand travels changed her life. During a family trip out West, Katharine was greatly upset by the poverty of the Native American Indians she saw there. As soon as she was able she began sending money to the missionaries working with the Indians. Later on a trip to Europe she met Pope Leo XIII and asked him if he could send more missionaries to Wyoming to help the poor Indians there. Pope Leo responded, “Why don’t you become a missionary?” After much prayer and visits with the Indians, Katharine decided to follow the Holy Father’s suggestion. She founded a religious order called the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament and pledged herself, her wealth and her followers to serving poor American Indians and Afro-Americans. Newspapers at the time reported that she was giving up a $7 million fortune to help the poor.

Question: If you had a fortune, what special cause would you like to help? In what ways can you help that cause right now with the gifts that you do have?

Giving Talent As a well-educated woman, Katharine Drexel knew the value of education. She used her skills and talents to speak out against injustice and discrimination whenever she could. During a time when Afro-Americans and Native Americans were not welcomed in regular schools Katharine Drexel established a system of black Catholic schools in 13 states with 40 mission centers, 23 rural schools and the first Catholic university in America for blacks. For the Indians she established over 50 missions throughout 16 states.

Question: What talents do you have that could make a difference in our world?

Giving Time Sometimes we may feel that we have nothing to give. Yet there is one gift we can always share and that is the gift of prayer. When we pray we give time to God. That is one of the most important gifts we can give. We also can support with our prayers, those who are in need and those who are giving treasure and talent to help. At the end of her life, Katharine Drexel did just that. At the age of 77 Katharine Drexel suffered a terrible heart attack, which left her too ill to continue her work among the poor. She dedicated the rest of her life to prayer. Katharine always had a great love of the Blessed Sacrament and believed that we received our strength from Jesus in the Eucharist. This is why she called her religious order the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament. For the last 18 years of her life, until she died at the age of 96, Katharine spent her days in prayer and Eucharistic adoration.

Question: When you spend time with God praying, how can you make your prayer be a gift to someone else, too?

We don’t all need to go out and give every last penny to charity. In some cases, I would argue, that would not be a good use of what God has given us. However, we do need to share both our resources and our time. Are we ready to do that? If we step out of here and meet Christ in the parking lot, how would we answer the question of our next steps? Are we ready to be good Stewards for Christ? With his help, we all can.

Amen
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