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My second Sunday here – almost exactly 10 years ago – I preached a sermon by the same title as today on the same subject of stewardship.  I thought I would revisit the idea now that I know you better.  A great deal has changed in the last 10 years.  On the other hand, many things are the same.  You are still a wonderful church.  I am still quite honored to be among you.  We still have a lot of work to do to grow as a church and to share the love of God in Christ Jesus our Savior.  What is different is the health and strength of this church, your position in the world as God’s instrument, and my understanding of who you are.  Back then, I thought you were a lot of nice people.  And that is still true.  I now understand as well the power of this congregation.  You are not just nice.  You are capable and caring, passionate and purposeful.  You want to serve God.  You want to make a difference in the world.  You help the poor in countless concrete ways.  You reach out to those in need.  And when you put your mind or your heart to it.  You can do anything.  Build a sanctuary after a fire.  Start a clothing closet that turns into a force for good in the community.  Raise up children and youth who are loving and faithful.  Stand up for the outcasts and the vulnerable.  Welcome and accept people of all different kinds.   You are a fantastic church and a faithful witness to God’s inclusive love in the world.  

As you know, this is a very important year in the life of this congregation.  I will be retiring in about 7 months.  While in many ways this is scary and for some of you a little sad, this change is opening doors for growth as a church.  You are already taking some remarkable steps to not only bridge the gap but to grow into the future God has planned for you as a church.  The associate pastor search team is hard at work.  The session is planning for staff transitions.  You have already become a center for mission in Gardner, and you want to expand that outreach in the world.  You want to bring in new families, youth and young adults who want to live faithfully in God’s amazing grace.  The potential is tremendous.  I can’t wait to see where God leads you in the years ahead.  Because I am positive God is leading you into something miraculous, and I am positive you are the committed disciples who will follow where Christ leads.

So as I was looking back over my thoughts for the last 10 years and forward toward my hopes for you, that old song the Hokey Pokey came to mind.   “You put your whole self in.  You take your whole self out.”   And again, that is how I hear God’s call for all of us today – as a congregation and as individuals.  God is calling you to recommit – to put your whole self in – to love the Lord your God with all of your heart and all of your soul, all of your mind and all of your strength.  And to love your neighbor as yourself.  Put your whole self in.  Not just your right foot or your left foot.  Not just testing the waters and sitting back to see what will happen.  God calls us to “all in” faithfulness.  We can’t be tentative about giving time and talent and property to the church.  We can’t “sort of” love God.  God’s call is to put your whole self in.  The reality is the church is not like the hokey pokey.  You can’t put yourself in and take yourself out as randomly as the song allows.  If you put your whole self in, you need to stay in.  You have to get involved and get connected to get the most out of it.  You have to care and share and relate and commit.  Putting your whole self in is a great idea.  Shaking it all about – not so great.  We don’t need to stir up trouble.  We need connection and caring and commitment.  

The second scripture passage for today from the gospel of Mark is about two vastly different approaches to faithful living.  The woman who puts in everything she has, and the Pharisee who only gives for show.  The Pharisee is playing the hokey pokey – pretending to put much in but in reality just shaking things around – trying to get attention, trying to show off and look good.  

The widow, however, put in everything she had, she literally put her whole self in – because what she gave was more than money.  She gave her heart.  She gave her life.  She put her complete trust in God to save her and to sustain her.  And probably this was not a new thing – probably she had given for all of her life, probably she had trusted God year after year after year – thru the death of her husband, thru diminishing means and loss of resources, thru fears and need, and thru whatever happened in her life – this woman trusted God and lived faithfully.  We don’t know any more about her than this story – not even her name – but we know people like her.  People who give till it hurts.  People who trust God completely.  People who love fully.  People who put their whole self in.  We know people like this.  You are people like this.  People like this widow who gave everything are the heart of the church.

The Old Testament scripture for today reminds us of God’s providence even when we don’t know what the future will bring.  The promise “I know the plans I have for you” was given to a people in exile afraid they would lose their heritage and their people.  God says, not so.  God says I have plans for you.  I have a future for you.  I have hope for you.  Believe God’s promises and live.  How much more God speaks to us of a positive future.  We who have so much going for us.  This beautiful sanctuary, this wonderful community, the depth of caring, the creativity and ingenuity, the history and heritage, the resources you have to share with others.   You have so much to give.  Believe in God’s promises for you.   

It really is up to you.  You are in God’s hands.  The church is in God’s plan.  But how you contribute and how you get involved is up to you.  Let’s go back to the scripture from Mark for today.  You have the choice to respond as the rich Pharisee did – putting in just enough to be noticed, just enough to get by.  Or you can respond as the poor widow did – putting in everything she had.  She put her whole self in – convinced of God’s love and care, convinced of God’s providence and grace, convinced that God would help her not only to survive but to thrive.  This woman gave more than a few copper coins, she gave her heart.  And she is a model for us to follow.  

We don’t know what tomorrow will bring.  We don’t know what will happen next.  But we do know how God has sustained us to this day.  And we do know that God has promised to carry us through tomorrow.  God can do what God has promised.  God will take care of this church as God has provided for this church for over 160 years.  And God invites you to be a part of that plan, to do your part, to share and participate as you are able.  

Today we dedicate our pledges for the year ahead 2026. Numbers on a card, but really promises on our hearts, hopes for our church, offerings for our community and for those in need around the world.  But beyond these cards all of us gathered here today, members and guests alike, are invited to think about your part in the future God has planned.  None of us knows what will happen in 2026.   I believe it is likely to be a fantastic year full of hope and promise and possibility.  And I believe that because of you.  You are a bunch of “all in” disciples.  You love with all that you are.  You want this church to grow and to reach out with the love of God.  You have already put your whole self in.  And God is blessing you with abundance.  As we make our pledges and promises today, live into the hope that God has for you and be blessed to be a blessing in the world.  By the grace of God, put your whole self in.  That’s what it’s all about.  
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