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BIBLE STUDY NOTES AND SERMON IDEAS

A NEW DIRECTION FOR A NEW DIOCESE
Loving - Our experience of God’s love compels us to show compassion to all
and build outward-looking communities.
 We experience God’s generous love. We respond with gratitude by being
generous with what God has given us. Mutual love between parishes
enables us to be present and to reach out into every corner of the
diocese.

Living – We . . .

 celebrate the abundance of life and promote human flourishing.
o We celebrate abundance by being generous with all our resources.
We promote human flourishing by taking responsibility for
supporting those who have least.
 engage with the world and work for its transformation.
o We are committed to the world as it is, but we are fired by a vision
of what it might be. And we put our money where our vision is.
 challenge injustice.
o Our faith calls us to live a generous life and to demonstrate a way of
approaching our finances so as to challenge the prevailing culture of
always seeking material security at the expense of others.
 respect and protect the environment for this and future generations.
o We are responsible for our stewardship of creation. Yorkshire needs
a thriving church that can carry this commitment through
generations to come.

Learning – We’re confident in what we know . . .
 but we’re always listening – to God, the world and each other.
o With a confident humility we listen to both God and the world,
seeking to be faithful to our calling and responsive to mutual need.
 and we’re always learning – alert to Jesus Christ’s challenge to live
differently.
o Being radically generous to one another is challenging when we fear
we don’t have enough. We are called to live differently and to trust
in God’s provision and to learn from our mistakes.
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The Bible and Parish Share
Parish Share is the principal way by which we resource the mission and ministry
of the diocese. As such it needs to be underpinned by our understanding of the
nature of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, a God who is first and foremost a
God in relationship with his people. Practical considerations concerning methods
of allocation and Parish Share collection are important but we need first of all to
be rooted and centred in our relationship with God.
As a church and as a diocese we are all about encouraging the church to grow,
and having a broader hope-filled vision of the future, God’s future. We do this as
part of our membership of the Body of Christ which binds us together with him
and with each other. “Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its
many parts form one body, so it is with Christ “(1 Corinthians 12:12) and “Now
you are the Body of Christ and each one of you is a part of it.” (1 Corinthians
12:27)
This booklet contains bible study notes and sermon ideas on some key passages
which we have used to underpin our thinking as a diocese about Stewardship and
Parish Share. Each of the sections can be used independently or as a course
during, say, Advent or Lent. The Bible studies are designed to be used with the
PCC, with a parish bible study group, or with a house group.
Please feel free to use whatever is helpful to you from these resources. If you
want further help on preaching on stewardship on any Sunday of the year there
is a useful resource called Stewardship for Sundays which is downloadable here.
http://parishresources.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/s4sundays.pdf

Resources Prepared by:
The Revd Canon Bob Cooper, Vicar of Pontefract
The Venerable Dr Anne Dawtry, Archdeacon of Halifax
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Let’s make a start…
This first, stand-alone, Bible study is designed to be used by a PCC beginning to
get to grips prayerfully with the Parish Share system. There are some ideas for
discussion and also some action points to consider which are presented in terms
of a possible PCC Resolution which you may wish to adopt. Please feel free to
amend this Resolution as best suits your parish. Once the PCC have passed it, you
may wish to make the resolution public to the whole parish via the parish
magazine or website or you may wish to read it out in church.

Introductory Bible Study - Unity and Diversity in the Body
12

Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one
body, so it is with Christ. 13 For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form
one body - whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free - and we were all given the
one Spirit to drink. 14 Even so the body is not made up of one part but of many.
15

Now if the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the
body,” it would not for that reason stop being part of the body.16 And if the ear
should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not
for that reason stop being part of the body.17 If the whole body were an eye,
where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where
would the sense of smell be? 18 But in fact God has placed the parts in the body,
every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. 19 If they were all one part,
where would the body be? 20 As it is, there are many parts, but one body.
21

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say
to the feet, “I don’t need you!” 22 On the contrary, those parts of the body that
seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and the parts that we think are less
honourable we treat with special honour. And the parts that are unpresentable
are treated with special modesty,24 while our presentable parts need no special
treatment. But God has put the body together, giving greater honour to the parts
that lacked it,25 so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts
should have equal concern for each other. 26 If one part suffers, every part suffers
with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it.
27

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.
1 Corinthians 12:12-27 (NRSV)
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Questions for PCC Discussion
1. As members of the Diocese of Leeds, in what ways are we connected to
each other?
2. What practical steps can we take to feel more connected with the diverse
parishes which together form part of our diocese?
3. What do you think about the principle behind the Parish Share of those
least able to pay being supported by those most able to?
4. What do you think, in the light of the Bible passage, is the way forward with
Parish Share for your parish?
5. What support do you think you could offer to other parishes in the diocese
and how might other parishes be able to support you?
6. In the light of your discussions, has anything changed in how you feel about
your parish’s commitment to parish share and, if so, what?

Suggested PCC Resolution
Please feel free to adapt this as necessary for your own PCC.
1. This PCC values gifts from individuals to their local church, and
contributions from parishes towards Parish Share. All these gifts and
contributions should be characterised by generosity and grace.
2. This PCC accepts the principle of mutual support which means parishes with
more resources helping poorer parishes.
3. This PCC agrees the Gospel is not about the survival of the fittest but the
mutuality of all, trusting in God’s provision.
4. This PCC aspires to pay its parish share as part of loving, living and learning
together as part of the Body of Christ in the Diocese of Leeds.

Let’s Go Further…
The four bible studies on the following pages can be used with the PCC or a
parish bible study or house group, either individually or as part of a series.
Prayer materials and sermon ideas are also included. All four passages are from
the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.
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Bible Study One - Giving with Grace – 2 Corinthians 8:1-15
We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been
granted to the churches of Macedonia; 2 for during a severe ordeal of affliction,
their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of
generosity on their part. 3 For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to
their means, and even beyond their means, 4 begging us earnestly for the
privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints - 5 and this, not merely as we
expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord and, by the will of God, to us,
6
so that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a beginning, so he
should also complete this generous undertaking among you. 7 Now as you excel
in everything - in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our
love for you - so we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.
8

I do not say this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of your love
against the earnestness of others. 9 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. 10 And in this matter I am giving my advice:
it is appropriate for you who began last year not only to do something but even
to desire to do something - 11 now finish doing it, so that your eagerness may be
matched by completing it according to your means. 12 For if the eagerness is
there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has - not according to what
one does not have. 13 I do not mean that there should be relief for others and
pressure on you, but it is a question of a fair balance between 14 your present
abundance and their need, so that their abundance may be for your need, in
order that there may be a fair balance. 15 As it is written, “The one who had much
did not have too much, and the one who had little did not have too little.”

Notes
The gifts made for the church in Jerusalem described in 2 Corinthians 8 are
commended by Paul for being given with generosity and with grace. “We want
you to know brothers and sisters about the grace of God that has been granted
to the churches of Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their
abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of
generosity on their part. “ (2 Corinthians 8:1-2) According to this example, gifts
from individuals to their local church, and contributions from parishes towards
Parish Share should also be characterised by generosity and grace, not only in
times of plenty but also in times of challenge.
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Questions
1. What is the best present you have ever given to someone? Why was it
the best present? How did it make you feel? How did it make the
recipient feel?
2. What does the passage tell us about the generosity of God?
3. What are the characteristics of generosity?
4. In what ways might we be more generous in our parish?
5. In the Diocese of Leeds how might we be generous to each other?
6. How might this passage of scripture help us to think of our own personal
giving and, also, giving to the diocese?
7. How might generous giving strengthen unity in the whole Body of Christ?
8. In the light of your discussions has anything changed in your thinking
about being generous? If so, what?

Prayer of St Ignatius of Loyola
Lord, teach me to be generous.
Teach me to serve you as you deserve;
to give and not to count the cost,
to fight and not to heed the wounds,
to toil and not to seek for rest,
to labour and not to ask for any reward,
save that of knowing that I do your will. Amen.
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Going deeper…
The Goal of our life is to live with God forever.
God, who loves us, gave us life.
Our own response of love allows God's life
to flow into us without limit.
All the things in this world are gifts from God,
presented to us so that we can know God more easily
and make a return of love more readily.
As a result, we appreciate and use all these gifts of God
insofar as they help us to develop as loving persons.
But if any of these gifts become the centre of our lives,
they displace God
and so hinder our growth toward our goal.
In everyday life, then, we must hold ourselves in balance
before all of these created gifts insofar as we have a choice
and are not bound by some obligation.
We should not fix our desires on health or sickness,
wealth or poverty, success or failure, a long life or a short one.
For everything has the potential of calling forth in us
a deeper response to our life in God.
Our only desire and our one choice should be this:
I want, and I choose, what better leads
to God's deepening his life in me.
First Principle and Foundation
(Ignatius of Loyola)
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Sermon Ideas
On Boxing Day 2015 the River Calder burst its banks. Hundreds of homes and
businesses were flooded. Help came quickly from a number of unexpected
sources. Members of a Muslim Youth Association came from London to help with
the clear up operation, whilst a Sikh charity, based in Slough, fed those who had
been made homeless in Hebden Bridge and Mytholmroyd. More locally, a tenyear-old boy spent his Christmas money online, buying cleaning materials to help
with mopping out homes. None of these responses were planned or calculated.
Each was spontaneous and given with grace. Each made a huge difference.
This same response of “giving with grace” (the Greek word is charis) is what Paul
is urging the Corinthians to do in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9. He uses this word no less
than five times in Chapter 8 alone. This is the same giving without counting the
cost which took place on Boxing Day 2015 in the Calder Valley. Paul has his own
example of those who have shown charis. He tells the Corinthians about the
Macedonians who, despite their severe ordeal and affliction, have exhibited
unexpected joy and generosity in their giving to the church in Jerusalem and
follows this up with a fervent appeal “I am not commanding you but I want to
test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with those of others.” (2
Corinthians 8:8). In 2 Corinthians 9:2 he also says that he has praised the
generosity of the Corinthians to the Macedonians! n this passage Paul also
reminds the Corinthians of Christ’s own sacrifice, not in monetary terms, but in
terms of human sacrifice: “Though he was rich yet he became poor for your sake
so that by his poverty you might become rich.” (2 Corinthians 8:9)
Such a response to giving with grace, without counting the cost, is countercultural in today’s society. But it is a Gospel imperative for each one of us both as
individuals and as churches. We are not called simply to give from our surplus but
to give cheerfully and spontaneously even when we ourselves may be in need. In
the words of the song by the Roman Catholic hymn writer Miriam Therese
Winter (b 1938):
God loves a cheerful giver, give it all you’ve got,
He loves to hear you laughing when you’re in an awkward spot.
When the odds are up against you it’s time to stop and sing
Praise God, to Praise Him is a joyous thing!
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Bible Study Two - Mutual Support – Acts 2:43-47
43

Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done
by the apostles. 44 All who believed were together and had all things in common;
45
they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all,
as any had need. 46 Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple,
they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts,
47
praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord
added to their number those who were being saved.

Notes
The Bible commends the principle of ‘mutual support’. The earliest Christians
spent time together, prayed together and held all things in common (Acts 2.4347). This sense of mutual support can be applied both to individuals in respect of
their own giving, and also to those churches with greater resources supporting
those who have less.
Read the passage and then consider the questions together.

Questions
1. What are the times when your church is most happy? What examples do
you have?
2. How do those in your church support each other?
3. The early church, despite its problems, clearly enjoyed a feeling of
mutual flourishing. Do you feel part of the diocese, episcopal area or
deanery or perhaps part of an ecumenical grouping? If so, why? If not,
why not? What could happen to make this change?
4. Much happiness is derived from being together in local fellowship
(worship, social occasions etc.) How do we enable that in the diocese,
episcopal area, deanery or ecumenically?
5. The Trinity has been described as God who is “Greater than great; closer
than close, and loves more than love”. What does that teach us about
God and our relationships with others?
6. Can you think of practical ways to show mutual support to others further
afield than your own parish?
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7. What do you think you gain by giving something away?
8. In the light of your discussions has anything changed in your thinking
about how Christians may show mutual support? If so, what?

Prayer of St. Richard of Chichester
Thanks be to you, our Lord Jesus Christ,
for all the benefits which you have given us,
for all the pains and insults which you have borne for us.
Most merciful Redeemer, Friend and Brother,
may we know you more clearly,
love you more dearly,
and follow you more nearly,
day by day. Amen.

Going Deeper…
All this is simply to say that all life is interrelated. We are caught in an
inescapable network of mutuality; tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. As long as there is poverty in this world,
no man can be totally rich even if he has a billion dollars. As long as diseases are
rampant and millions of people cannot expect to live more than twenty or thirty
years, no man can be totally healthy, even if he just got a clean bill of health from
the finest clinic in America. Strangely enough, I can never be what I ought to be
until you are what you ought to be. You can never be what you ought to be until I
am what I ought to be.
Letter from Birmingham Jail by The Revd. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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Sermon Ideas
Two farmers were having a drink together in the local pub. After staring into his
pint for a while, the first farmer asked the other: “If you had two farms, and I had
none, would you give me one of yours?” His friend answered “Yes, of course I
would”. The first farmer then asked, “And if you had two combine harvesters,
and I had none, would you give me one of yours?” His friend answered, smiling
this time, “Of course I would - but I only rent the one I have now!” Persisting, the
first farmer asked “And if you had two Land Rovers, and I had none, would you
give me one of yours?” This time the second farmer scowled and muttered into
his beer “No!” “But why not his friend persisted? You would give me a farm, or a
combine harvester, so why not a Land Rover?” “Well”, said his friend a little
ruefully, “I have two Land Rovers you see!”
It’s easy to talk hypothetically about what we would do for a friend in need. It’s
more difficult though to show our commitment for real. Our surrender to Christ
so often doesn’t entirely transform, as it should, our attitude towards our
possessions and our hard-earned money.
The life of the earlier church as described in Acts 2: 42-7 was an experiment in
communal living. We are told that the early Christians “held all things in
common”. Interestingly this social experiment does not seem to have become
widespread, as both the Corinthian and Macedonian churches seem to have
been made up of people with their own resources just like us.
Yet, for these early churches, as well as for us, the life of the Christians of Acts 2
remains a blueprint, something for which we aim, however imperfectly.
Independent living does not free us from our responsibilities towards others,
simply looking after ourselves and our local church. As the writer of 1 Peter 4:10
points out, such independent living rather increases our responsibilities for each
one to “use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully
administering God’s grace in its various forms. “
Our giving therefore, not only of money but also of time and talents, should be
measured not just by the needs of our own congregation but also take account of
the needs of God’s mission throughout the whole diocese and beyond.
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Bible Study Three - We have more by sharing – John 6:5-14
5

When he looked up and saw a large crowd coming toward him, Jesus said to
Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?” 6 He said this to
test him, for he himself knew what he was going to do. 7 Philip answered him,
“Six months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a
little.” 8 One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, said to him,
9
“There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are
they among so many people?” 10 Jesus said, “Make the people sit down.”
Now there was a great deal of grass in the place; so they sat down, about five
thousand in all. 11 Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks,
he distributed them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as
they wanted. 12 When they were satisfied, he told his disciples, “Gather up
the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.” 13 So they gathered
them up, and from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left by those who
had eaten, they filled twelve baskets. 14 When the people saw the sign that
he had done, they began to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come
into the world.”

Notes
The sharing of wealth, possessions and skills enables opportunities for
multiplication. The gift of five loaves and two small fish was followed by the
miracle of the feeding of the multitude. (John 6:5-14). Some benefices may not
have enough resources to provide by themselves for the ministry they need but,
by pooling resources through the Parish Share system, both clergy and support
for ministry can be provided across the diocese in a fair and equitable way.
Read the passage and then consider the questions together.

Questions
1. After the feeding miracle, there were twelve baskets left over, what does
that tell us about God?
2. In what way does God give abundantly to us personally?
3. In what ways does He give abundantly to the Church?
4. Why do you think God gives so abundantly to us?
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5. In the light of your discussions, how might there be mutual support in the
diocese/area of parishes helping each other?
6. How might a Parish Share system reflect this?
7. In the light of your discussions has anything changed in your thinking about
sharing the financial load of the diocese? If so, what?
8. In the prayer below Francis Drake asked to be “disturbed” – in what ways
do we need to be disturbed in our attitudes towards stewardship and
giving?

Prayer of Sir Francis Drake
Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves,
when our dreams have come true
because we have dreamed too little; when we arrived safely
because we sailed too close to the shore.
Disturb us, Lord, when with the abundance of things we possess
we have lost our thirst for the waters of life;
having fallen in love with life, we have ceased to dream of eternity
and in our efforts to build a new earth,
we have allowed our vision of the new heaven to dim.
Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly,
to venture on wider seas where storms will show your mastery;
where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars.
We ask You to push back the horizons of our hopes;
and to push into the future
in strength, courage, hope, and love. Amen

Going Deeper …
Similar things happen in almsgiving and in Holy Communion. In Holy Communion
we receive the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of bread and wine; in
almsgiving we give to the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of the poor and
needy.
St. Nikolai Velimirovich
th
(19 century saint of the Serbian Orthodox Church)
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Sermon Ideas
The people who followed Jesus to the far shore of the Sea of Tiberias had an
agenda. They had seen him heal the sick with miracles and they wanted more.
Philip, the disciple, also had an agenda, a pragmatic one. Where to find food to
feed so many - especially when they did not have sufficient money? The
resources available from the basket of one small boy – five barley loaves and two
small fish – seemed wholly inadequate. Yet not only did Jesus feed the multitude
with this seemingly inadequate resource but we are told that there were twelve
baskets full of leftovers as well – in other words much more than they started
with. How did this happen? Not by human endeavour, but rather through the
power and grace of God, made manifest in Jesus.
As a post-graduate student in the late 1970s I faced a stark choice. Pay my rent or
buy food. I couldn’t turn to my family for help. My father was in the last stages of
Alzheimer’s Disease and my mother had enough to worry about. So I prayed,
more earnestly than I had ever prayed before, that God would show me what I
should do. Next day I received a parcel from a friend containing a fruitcake and a
postal order. The money was enough to buy a pint of milk, some butter and a
piece of cheese. Not much - but it prevented gnawing hunger from keeping me
awake at night. Two days later there was a message from my tutor. They were
looking for someone to teach basic Latin to undergraduates. Was I interested? I
jumped at the chance, and with the money I earned, the stark choice between
rent and food went away. And I learned a lifelong lesson about trusting in God.
Sometimes we feel overwhelmed by life or by the pressing needs we face either
as individuals, or as the local church. Issues concerned with the church building
and its repair, or perhaps with a lack of volunteers. After all, all we want is for our
church to both survive and thrive so that we can engage in mission and ministry.
But perhaps our agenda, like that of Philip, is flawed. Perhaps instead of asking
what can I, individually, or we, collectively, do about this or that, we need to ask
ourselves rather what can God do, and pray earnestly that he will provide for us
all that we need and more. As he did on that hillside two thousand years ago
when he fed the multitude from five loaves and two small fish.
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Bible Study Four - Dependence on God – Matthew 6:25-end
tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what
you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food,
and the body more than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow
nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you
not of more value than they? 27 And can any of you by worrying add a single hour
to your span of life? 28 And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies
of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin,29 yet I tell you, even
Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. 30 But if God so clothes
the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven,
will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? 31 Therefore do not worry,
saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ 32 For
it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father
knows that you need all these things. 33 But strive first for the kingdom of God
and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
25

“Therefore I

34

“So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.
Today’s trouble is enough for today.

Notes
Above all, the model for discipleship presented in the Gospels is based upon
dependence upon God’s provision (Matthew 6:30), rather than upon the building
up of levels of reserves by those who can afford to, aiming to provide total
security for themselves for the future, as in the parable of the rich fool. (Luke
12:13-21)
Our Parish Share system therefore should not be about the survival of the fittest
but about mutual sharing of our resources as part of the Church as the Body of
Christ, strengthening the weak and building our new diocese into one fit for
mission and ministry in the 21st century.
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Questions
1. What in life would you find impossible to give up?
2. Do you think those things would be the same for everyone in the world?
3. How might it feel to place yourself entirely in the hands of God? Might it
be, for example, liberating, scary, humbling?
4. We often save for a “rainy day”. What might our Christian response be to
using our savings to help someone else who is having a “rainy day”?
5. In what ways can we seek God’s kingdom in our life together as a diocese
and how might we recognise the signs of its flourishing?
6. In the light of your discussions has anything changed in your thinking about
our dependence on God? If so, what?
7. Having shared in these bible studies together, has it helped your
understanding of how the payment of parish share might benefit all in the
Diocese of Leeds?

A Prayer based on Ephesians 6
Heavenly Father, we ask you today for your truth,
as a belt tight around our waists;
we put on the zeal to announce your news of peace, as shoes for our feet;
we put on your righteousness, O Christ, as our breastplate,
and the hope of salvation, as a helmet for our head.
Father we take up faith as a shield
which is able to put out all the fiery darts of the enemy;
and the sword of the Spirit, which is your word, O Lord.
Father may the love, with which you have loved Jesus,
be in us and may Jesus be in us.
We ask you for the grace of a servant heart. Amen.
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Going Deeper …
Each day as you go about your business, acknowledge that you can’t do it, but
God can. Put your dependence completely on God for his wisdom, strength and
goodness – not your own. Throw yourself into the arms of Jesus and ask him to
carry you as you do the work he has called you to do. As you begin to see
success, don’t forget that it is God who strengthens you, provides the ability for
you to do the work, gives you favour and opens doors. It isn’t about you, but
about the God who deserves all the honour and glory. He is the One who should
be acknowledged in the midst of “your success”.
Dependence on God by Rebecca Livermore

Sermon Ideas
The Great British Bake Off has been one of the most popular TV programmes of
recent years. Twelve aspiring bakers compete for the ultimate accolade of
becoming the overall winner but week by week one competitor is also given the
honour of being crowned that week’s Star Baker. One of the most testing
challenges is the so called “Technical Challenge” where each baker is given
identical ingredients and a basic recipe and asked to create a baking classic.
At the end of two hours one or more of the bakers will have produced
something which is both edible and which looks like the cake and pastry Mary
Berry or Paul Hollywood have showcased. Other competitors will produce
something half raw or with a “soggy bottom” which may well end in them
leaving the competition. All the bakers make something from the basic
ingredients but only a few in the end create something which can be judged as
masterful and inspired, a symphony in flour, fat, sugar and eggs. Success doesn’t
come from slavishly following the recipe (which often has some elements left
out) but comes instead from having a real understanding of the ingredients. It
doesn’t come from worrying about the things the bakers cannot change but
from being confident enough to break some of the rules of baking, in order to
produce a cake or pastry which is both delicious and exciting in terms of
appearance, texture and flavour.
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C. S. Lewis, the author of the Narnia books was a devout Christian but admitted
that he fought all his life against excessive worrying about one thing or another.
Jesus, on the other hand, except when he had the weight of the world on his
shoulders, as at Gethsemane and Calvary, was not a worrier because he had, at
the heart of his being, an unshakeable trust in God.
Christian stewardship at its most effective requires us both to stop worrying and
also to break the rules which the world holds dear, such as clinging on to what
we possess or keeping back something for a rainy day. “Seek first God’s kingdom
and his righteousness,” teaches Jesus in Matthew 6.25-end, “and all these things
shall be given to you as well.”
In this passage Jesus’s stewardship message is that we need to try and free
ourselves from worrying about the mundane and create instead an attitude of
fresh dependence on God. He uses examples from nature, birds, grasses and
flowers, all very beautiful in themselves, to teach us “Don’t worry!”, (the phrase
is hammered home five times) for if God looks after these things that belong to
nature, how much more will he look after us, his children.
As human beings we spend a lot of time worrying about what we are to become
or what might happen to us, or to our local church. So much so that we often
don’t allow ourselves to trust in God, to accept that all we have and all we are is
in God’s hands, and that he will care for us -and for all that we hold dear- if only
we allow him to.
And if we do trust in God? Well, then we will be both more joyful and focused,
no longer feeling that we need to save for a rainy day, but instead learning to
share what we have with others in need, in the here and now.
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