The 20th Sunday after Pentecost – October 10, 2021 – Proper 23 – Year B (RCL Track One)

St. Luke’s Eastport – The Rev. Diana Carroll, Rector
Stewardship of Privilege
“Go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”

In the name of God, the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.
Some years ago, I came across an article in a magazine about how much an average family owns in different parts of the world. It included photographs of families in front of their homes with all of their belongings arranged around them. You can imagine the disparities that these images captured. I particularly remember the contrast between the American family, in front of their two-story home, surrounded by all of the things that most of us probably think of as essential, and the family from a country in the developing world, standing in front of a simple thatched hut, with only a few dishes, utensils, and tools on display.

These images came to mind as I read today’s passage from the Gospel of Mark. Jesus is about to leave on a journey, when a man comes to him with an important spiritual question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” The answer that Jesus gives shocks not only the man, but also his disciples. “Go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” This man is faithful and conscientious. He has diligently followed all of the commandments. And yet, his attachment to his possessions is getting in the way of truly entrusting his life to God.

Jesus’ answer shocks his listeners, in part, because in that time and place, it was generally believed that those with material advantages also had spiritual advantages. They could afford to make lavish sacrifices and big donations to the temple. They could afford to learn how to read and to spend time studying the scriptures. Small wonder, then, that Jesus’ disciples ask him, if rich people can’t enter God’s kingdom, then who on earth can? Jesus knew that for us human beings, our possessions affect our relationship with God, and our relationship with God affects what we do with our possessions. His response to the wealthy man is not meant to be harsh, or judgmental. In fact, the text tells us that it comes from a place of love. Jesus invites the man to let go of material possessions in order to grow spiritually.

This story speaks to me right now in a very concrete way. Sarah and I are in the process of sorting all of our earthly possessions, deciding what to put into storage, what to give away, and what to take with us to England. Like those photographs of families from around the world, it has made me so aware of just how much stuff we own—just how rich we are, in a material sense. It is forcing us to evaluate how important these possessions truly are. We are constantly asking ourselves: How much do we really need for this next chapter of our lives? How much will we hold onto so that it is there if we want it again in the future? How much are we willing to let go? It is a practical process, certainly, and it is also a spiritual one. 
Today marks the beginning of our annual Stewardship Season: a time when we reflect on the gifts and resources that we have received, and how our use of those gifts and resources aligns (or doesn’t align) with our faith. Historically, stewardship programs and campaigns tend to take as their starting point the needs of the church. They focus on what the church needs in order to keep operating, or what the church needs in order to serve others. Those are both important things, and this year’s stewardship letter—which you’ll be receiving this week—speaks to them.

But stewardship as a spiritual practice actually begins with what we need. It begins with careful reflection and discernment about what is truly essential and what we can do without. It begins with taking steps to mirror the self-giving love of God in our own lives. In other words, stewardship begins with discipleship.

Over the summer, the vestry led our congregation in reading together “The Church Cracked Open” by the Rev. Canon Stephanie Spellers. In her chapter on solidarity, Canon Spellers introduces a new aspect of stewardship that I have not heard described in quite this way before. She calls it, “stewardship of privilege.” What she means by this term is that although we cannot change what power and privilege we have been granted within our society, we can choose to use our power and privilege, as Jesus did, in order to ensure that “everyone flourishes.” Spellers offers this guidance for practicing stewardship of privilege:

Recognize the privilege but don’t grab onto it or let it define you and control your reality. Get curious about it. Sit with those with whom you seek to be in solidarity, and together wonder: what if I laid my privilege and power at the feet of this community I love, for the sake of our shared liberation and beloved community?

She then shares some concrete examples of actions we can take, connecting each one to the life and witness of Jesus. The chapter concludes with these words: “Yes, there is risk involved. Yes, you and your church will lose some of what you had identified as your life. No, it will not destroy you entirely, thanks to the grace of God and the power of the Spirit working in you. And yes, we are following Jesus.”

During this season of disruption and change in the life of St. Luke’s Church, what would it be like for you as a community of faith to truly evaluate all that you collectively possess—both material and immaterial? To ask yourselves those questions: How much do we really need for this next chapter of our lives? How much will we hold onto so that it is there if we want it again in the future? And above all, how much are we willing to let go in order to receive the kingdom of God? Amen.
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