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This morning, at the end of the Eucharist, I will send on the Canterbury Cross to the Church of the Holy Trinity, Nice, France, and adjourn this Convention of the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe until next October.

It will be here before you know it.

Today, we are also giving thanks to Emmanuel Church, Geneva, which is almost as old as the Cathedral in Paris, which is like the Convocation, 150 years old this year. That was when the General Convention created the canon that enables congregations outside the United States to become part of The Episcopal Church, under a Bishop in charge who oversees what is placed under the jurisdiction of the Presiding Bishop of our Church. Emmanuel Church soon followed, although at first you were Presbyterian. It waasn’t long, however, before you “saw the light.” Or something. And became Episcopalians. Rome, Florence, and Dresden followed you very swiftly. And this signaled an new age of mission. Today The Episcopal Church stretches from Taiwan to Austria, eleven dioceses plus the Convocation, which acts like a diocese. And our largest diocese is…Haiti.

We have had a superb convention here, and Fr. John Beach, Denise Bénéteau his wife, and the cast of thousands led by Kristi Stryzewski have set the bar very high for future conventions. (applause) You may be relieved to know that the convention will not return here for eleven years… 
Today is also the kickoff of Emmanuel’s stewardship campaign, which explains the pledge materials coming in the mail tomorrow. The campaign will end on November 8, when parishioners will be encouraged to place their pledge in the baptismal font.

I think it is not just a coincidence that convention closes and the campaign opens today. For the work of this convention is the same work of stewardship. So what is a steward?

It isn’t a very current word today. We used to speak of stewardesses when I was young—I mean, younger—but now they are all “flight attendants,” which isn’t sexist.

But the reason there are stewardesses, I mean, flight attendants, isn’t because I need a glass of water and bag of pretzels during the flight. They are there not to serve our need for cheap refreshments but rather our need to escape any mechanical problem. They manage our need for safety. If air travel were inherently safe, you could get your own pretzels. But it is safe precisely because, among other things, there are people who are the stewards of our safety. It might be good to thank them for that on your next flight.
When Jesus said in this climactic verse of the Gospel of Mark, that he had come not to be served but to serve, he is saying that he is the steward of our life. He is here to serve our absolute need to escape death.

A steward is therefore a manager of someone else’s assets. Jesus Christ, since his death, resurrection and ascension, is the steward of the whole creation for the Holy Trinity. He is now the Lord of heaven and earth, of all God’s creation, as the reading from the Letter to Hebrews makes clear. And Jesus has now delegated to you and me the management of God’s assets. By becoming himself a creature, he is able to transform creation. To transform you and me. And this makes us the managers of God’s assets.

This is the work of this convention. It was the work of the first convention 120 years ago in Nice. This book contains the original records of the Convocation, the first minutes of the first meeting, February 27, 1889. It is a precious asset, because it is our memory of who we are. I am my past, you are your past. Here is our past, an asset to be watched over. And we have met the past few days to consider together how best to manage God’s assets here and now.
And this is also the work of today’s stewardship campaign. The members of Emmanuel are called to be managers of the assets God has placed in their hands. I met with your stewardship committee on Tuesday evening, and I think they have their heads screwed on straight. For what you will be asked for first is something far more expensive than money. We—I can say since I am your Bishop—we are asking for your time. Invest some time in the work of this parish. And we will ask for your contribution of talents: your abilities, experience, and your passions that are God’s way of steering you to do the work you’ve been asked to do. The money is secondary—you are God’s assets here and now.

We had a great story at convention, in our Transformed By Stories time. A woman told of her work in the fashion industry, a business she qualified as a luxury, something frivolous. But because of her success, she felt called and was able to get several clothing companies to donate new clothes so that the poor could be clothed, instead of being naked—which is not frivolous at all. This is how God wants to use each of you.
So what exactly are these assets of God? Since the financial crisis, or perhaps because of it, we can more clearly see that money isn’t it. God’s real assets, his most important assets, have no price. A unique object in a museum has no price because it is unique. It is priceless. And God’s principal assets are also priceless because unique. His greatest assets are people—you and me, to be specific. Each of us is absolutely unique, and uniquely created for specific ministries. 

We have a story of our origins, on which both Bible and the theory of evolution agree. At the beginning, not of creation but of the human race, we were created to be the stewards of creation, to have dominion over all things. But we thought “dominion” meant to dominate instead of to serve, and we rebelled against God, thinking we were better than just mere servants. 
The Book of Job is my favorite book of the Old Testament. Job, after all, has suffered terribly for no apparent reason. He is like Richard Dawkins, who is not an atheist, but who accuses God of being indifferent to his creation, the Watchmaker God who wound it all up and then left it to tick down for eons. Job accuses God of having allowed this tragedy to befall him with complete indifference. “Out of the whirlwind,” we are told, God addresses Job, that most impatient man, who had accused God of dealing unfairly with him. “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the Earth?” Who do you think you are, Job? 

Now Job has friends, his assets. They came to commiserate with him on his ash heap, watching him scratch his sores with a piece of broken pottery. And each of his friends tells Job in one way or another that he must have deserved this fate. He did something to annoy God and God has punished him. Job keeps saying, no no, I am innocent, but one after the other, his friends tell him he must be wrong—just look at you, Job.
God speaks to Job, and puts him in his place. But notice also that God gives him the respect he deserves as a human being: “Stand on your feet like a man and I will address you.” Job is then sorry for accusing God. And then something even more extraordinary happens. God says to Job that his friends have lied about God, and unless Job offers sacrifice for them, he will destroy them.

So God makes Job the steward, the manager, of the lives of his friends.

Just so, Jesus has made you and me managers of God’s assets. The people we know and the people we do not know yet.

The most important things we did at Convention was to tell each other the stories of who we are, so that we could be better managers of God’s assets. And so when it came to budget time, people were together in questioning and debating about how we spend your money. Yes, we spend your money and the funds of the other congregations in Europe. And because we were clear that we were managing the greatest need of God’s people—the salvation of the world through our Lord Jesus Christ—we were better able to adjust the budget to reflect our real needs for the year. It was a great time together. It was the best diocesan convention I’ve ever been to, anywhere.

Now what about money? Well, friends, the money in your pocket is your own. You earned it. It is your asset. But realize one thing: you could have not one franc, if God had not provided for you all the conditions necessary for you to do your work and earn your pay.

So it is with the work God has given you to do, to manage the particular assets in your care. All the conditions are ripe. So the only question is, are you grateful?

The only reason to give to your church is our gratitude to God for what Jesus Christ has done for each of us, and all of us. God asks us for a sign that we are willing to do our ministries, each of us individually and all of us corporately. I had the privilege of serving with the first permanent deacon ordained in Florida. He is now a very old man. Deacon Dan, as he is known, always used to say, “God has all the money he needs.” Indeed, God has all the money necessary to do the work he has given to each one of us, to Emmanuel, to the Convocation. The thing is, it is in your wallet—as Deacon Dan would sometimes add.
Let me add that if you are thinking you need to give in order to keep the lights on, or pay the priest, let me tell you that you should not give a franc. Not a centime.

[The treasurer just fainted—give him some air!]

God wants us to give out of gratitude, because we have been given the conditions that are essential to having the money we have earned.

So people of Emmanuel, give God a little sign of your gratitude for all you are and all you have. You have eternal life. You each have a unique role to play in the management of God’s creation. Like Jesus, you are to serve the need of others for the life you have been given. You have the word of God to spread, and the works to do that prove that Word is reliable. And for all the delegates, I say the same: Be good managers of God’s assets. Start with your body, which isn’t yours. Then your loved ones. Then your neighborhood and workplace. Then this city of Geneva, and this country, and the whole Earth, our island home.

Seven years ago, at our last convention here, I pointed out the women who line the streets of this neighborhood. Now as then, they like to salute the bishop as he walks by. It amuses them. And I always salute them back. Because they are also priceless, each one, worthy of respect as God’s daughters. How can you, people of Emmanuel, serve them? I asked that seven years ago, I ask you again. I don’t know the answer. I do know that you are sent to this city and all its people, even its streetwalkers.

Emmanuel, you are sent to Geneva and to the ends of the Earth. The cathedral was sent to Paris 150 years ago. The Convocation was sent to Europe at the same time. Shortly we will pray,

“Send us out into the world to do the work you have given us to do…” And the prayer spells out that work given to us. It is “to love and serve God as faithful witnesses of Christ our Lord.” We’ve had a great moment together. Now it’s time to go. Go! Go… and serve.

