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INTRODUCTION

Why Stewardship?

Our settings and our circumstances affect what we hear Jesus and the Bible say. This book brings together two voices from two vastly different parts of the world to talk about the subject of stewardship—opening the matter to more light for us and our churches, no matter where we are in the world.

Take Ethiopia (Bedru Hussein’s home) and the prosperous parts of North America (Lynn Miller’s home). We may be sisters and brothers in our Christian faith, but our exposure to the matter of stewardship—and then our experiences with practicing it—couldn’t be at greater extremes. Look at our different standards of living, our vastly different income levels, our cultural frameworks, our histories.

The Bible has many references to stewardship. But we hear different emphases, depending upon who we are and where we are.

Some of us may be hearing for the first time that our resources—whatever their size—do not ultimately belong to us. Instead, they’re entrusted to us for the good of the whole community. In fact, we each have responsibility to share and to receive within Christ’s body, the church.

Some of us have heard that theme too often. We’ve heard the theme applied to countless noble efforts and institutions and organizations so that we don’t even hear its music any more. We immediately drift off when anyone says “stewardship.” Our immunities have done double-duty, and we’ve lost touch with the wonder and inspiration that live within the idea.

Cleverness and legalities and compromise have tarnished and bent and nearly killed the generosity and sharing that express themselves in the practice of stewardship. We’ve lost the inspiration that fuels our sharing and our stewarding. Our children grow up without learning stewardship skills.

Two voices come together in this book. The Meserete Kristos Church (MKC) in Ethiopia realized that they had under-taught and under-experienced stewardship when political circumstances within their country changed during the early 1990s. In addition, North American Mennonite churches, who had supplied personnel and funding to the MKC, were phasing out both. The Ethiopian church was faced with wobbly finances in a destitute economy.

And so, MKC leadership asked one of their own, Bedru Hussein, to prepare a teaching/study guide for their congregations. It was a basic booklet, laying out the biblical case for stewardship, and then suggesting highly practical and specific ways for helping the ideas to work. An adaptation of that booklet, first published in 1998 in Ethiopia, makes up Part 1 of this book.

In many places, North American church members have grown weary, in fact, downright exhausted, by stewardship. They don’t want any more sermons about it. They’re fed up with feeling guilty about not giving more. They aren’t sure that they can sort out which appeals are worthy and which aren’t. They’re a little confused about how much to give when they’re facing mortgage payments and tuition bills and retirement savings. Furthermore, they’ve just grown to detest anything that sounds like a bill collector.

In fact, many North American Christians can hardly allow themselves to consider, let alone rejoice in, God’s generosity, because a load of guilt keeps trying to slide in the door at the same time.

Lynn Miller has developed a reputation for speaking about this subject throughout Mennonite churches. It’s his conviction that many faithful Christians have forgotten or lost sight of the pure gift that lies behind this whole subject. In Part 2 of this book, he goes straight to the biblical text to unearth the fresh energy that has kept this ideal alive for centuries, despite the way it’s been treated. Lynn, like Bedru, hopes that this book will be helpful to churches in all parts of the world, no matter their circumstances or settings.

Consider the voices of these two brothers from different parts of the family of faith. They offer to the whole church around the world what they’ve discovered anew in the texts written first to the youthful churches—some impoverished, some prosperous—scattered around the Mediterranean and Aegean seas.

A group of stories in Part 3 shows how some churches, and individual members, practice stewardship throughout our global family of faith.

May we all find new life in these words. May we all experience the Spirit stirring within us. May we learn from each other.

— Phyllis Pellman Good


PART 1.

Living Stewardship in one church

by Bedru Hussein


1. What is Stewardship?

I was sitting in my office one day talking with a gentleman who was interested in the Meserete Kristos Church (MKC). He wanted to know what made us able to be financially independent when so many African churches were struggling to survive.

My answer was simple: stewardship, Christian leadership, and accountability. The MKC has focused on:

•   Consistently teaching biblical stewardship.

•   Working hard to develop mature leadership in the church.

•   Having leaders believe in and practice accountability to the church’s members.

It is my firm conviction that when national churches put these three points into practice, they will move from dependence to a true independence. And when a national church is truly independent it is prepared to involve itself in God’s worldwide church in a genuine spirit of partnership and cooperation.

These are the issues that we will look at in this section of the book.

“For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? And if you received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift?” (1 Corinthians 4:7)

If we are to fully understand what stewardship is, we must discover what God tells us in the Bible. We need to begin where he begins, acknowledging that stewardship is grounded in the nature of God. So how might true stewardship become grounded in the nature of human beings?

God created everything

“You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created” (Revelation 4:11).

The Bible teaches that “in the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). This magnificent opening statement explains the origin of all things. The New Testament elaborates on the theme by singling out the son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ, and attributing creation to Him: “All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being” (John 1:3).

This creation of all things naturally includes people.

God is the owner of all things

Since God created all things, it follows that all things belong to him. “…Indeed, the whole earth is mine” (Exodus 19:5). This is a basic premise of stewardship.

“Ownership,” as we understand it, is based on legal considerations. But the Bible’s view is that all rights (possessions, time, our lives) can be traced to God. In fact, according to the Bible, God’s ownership is absolute.

“The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it; for he has founded it on the seas, and established it on the rivers” (Psalm 24:1,2).

“For every wild animal of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field are mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world is mine and all that is in it is mine” (Psalm 50:10-12).

“The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the Lord of hosts” (Haggai 2:8).

God’s claim of ownership in these passages is comprehensive. God owns everyone and everything. Understanding this, including the realization that we, too, belong to God, is essential if we are to grasp the true meaning of stewardship.

Human beings’ complete dependence on God

Without this biblical view of God’s ownership, we humans tend to see ourselves as self-made and self-sufficient. We regard our every possession as rightfully ours. We act as though we are the owners of our possessions and that God’s gifts are personal favors from him.

The truth is that no one can be self-contained and independent of God. Rather, we are all dependent beings. We are utterly reliant on the creator for everything, even the breath we draw (Psalm 104:29).

We are created beings and we are dependent. We are, therefore, stewards and not owners.

The Bible constantly reminds us that everything we have comes from God. David acknowledged this when building a temple for the Lord: “For all things come from you, and of your own have we given you” (1 Chronicles 29:16).

The fall of human beings—and stewardship

Genesis 3 records what is known as the “fall of human beings.” This is the account of Adam and Eve, the male and female whom God created, and their loss of communion with God.

God placed Adam and Eve into a wonderful environment, a place where they could live in perfect fellowship with him. God had them oversee his creation as stewards—as caretakers. But Satan entered this place and tempted them with knowledge and power. He told them, “… you will be like God” (Genesis 3:5). They believed him, and, in effect, they tried to be God.

This sin broke their perfect communication and created a separation between human beings and God. This was the beginning of human sin, and it affected all of human history. “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned” (Romans 5:12).

Adam and Eve’s sin broke their relationship with God. Since that time, we humans have forgotten or misunderstood our place as dependent upon, and accountable to, God. Acting independently, we presume that we own both ourselves and the world God created.

Redemption and stewardship

After this “fall,” God could have forgotten, or even forsaken, humans. A man and a woman broke his trust, and he had no obligation to attempt to restore it. God’s holiness and righteousness would not have been diminished if he had destroyed human beings. But instead, he showed them mercy.

In fact, right at the scene of human rebellion and broken communion, God promised a coming Redeemer (Genesis 3:15). True to the promise, Jesus Christ came into the world at the appointed time and died for the sins of men and women (Titus 2:14).

Human beings belong to God because he created them. Now humans have been placed into a new relationship. The death of Christ has made us doubly his. He has both created and redeemed us.


A story is told about a certain king and his servant. After many years of service to his master, the servant had accumulated a great deal of property. One day, he arrogantly approached the king and said, “My master! You know that when I came to you as your servant I had nothing. I was totally poor. But now I have abundant things…perhaps even more than you. Let us count our properties and compare.”

The king said, “All right. You count yours, and after that I will count mine.”

So the servant counted his and said, “I have this much.”

The king then went to make his count. He pointed to the servant and his properties and said, “One,” and then continued to count his other things, “…two, three, four….”

Realizing his error, the servant laughed and said, “King, you have won. All that I have is yours already.”
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