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Here are two headlines that caught my attention from last week’s newspapers:
CALIFORNIA FIRES OUT OF CONTROL AS MORE THAN 500,000 FLEE

—New York Times
FIREFIGHTERS GET CONTROL OF BLAZE AS QUESTIONS RISE

—New York Times
In earlier times, stories of fires burning out of control and the resulting deaths were seen as acts of God. And I do not mean “acts of God” as in unexplainable or uninsurable, but as acts of an angry God directed upon a rebellious people. Famine, drought, fire, flood, earthquake, volcanic eruption were seen by Babylonians, Assyrians, Egyptians and others as God (or the gods) actively engaging with our world. Few of us today, however, would make the argument or offer an observation that the recent plight of Southern Californians is God’s punishment upon an immoral or disobedient people. I say that few of us would offer such a conclusion, but lest you think we live in a completely rational country, Christian fundamentalist, James Hartline, wrote an article titled “San Diego is on Fire because of its Homosexual Agenda” and one letter to the Los Angeles Times blamed the fires on rampant divorce, birth control, immorality and paganism. But these views, which are embarrassing to most Americans, are by far the minority viewpoint. God doesn’t send down fire, or mudslides, or earthquakes upon Southern Californians any more than God chooses which soldiers will die in Iraq or what child will die in a school shooting. That’s not how God engages with the world.  

Nevertheless, we do know the causes of these tragic events—the fires and floods and their devastation on human life and life in general. And it seems that these so-called “acts of God” are in reality “acts of human beings,” or acts attributable to human action and human decision-making. A front-page article in Tuesday’s New York Times looked at the drought in Atlanta and North Georgia and noted that even though this area has been in drought conditions for almost a year, football fields and golf courses (both classified as agricultural areas) continued to be watered and issuance of building permits for new homes continued unabated. There was a general sense of entitlement whereby Atlanta residents did not feel they should be inconvenienced by the drought—others would have to make the sacrifices, ideally the folks downriver in Alabama and Florida. Many of us may recall that in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, private insurers did not want to continue insuring waterfront homes located in high-risk areas like the Gulf Coast. (Of course, homeowners wanted the federal government to step in and help.) And then we have the raging fires of Southern California, which will be followed by winter rains that because of the lack of grass and vegetation (due to the fires) may result in an increase in sinkholes and mudslides. Question: An angry God? No. Questionable building and development practices? Absolutely. Or more locally. No one that I know is accusing God of causing the decreasing oyster and crab harvests or for the pollution of the Chesapeake Bay over the past century. But I do wonder if God might find us culpable in these crises? And I think that God’s charges against us might actually stand up in court. We human beings do not make very 

good decisions about the land and water we use and our responsibility to not just ourselves, but to our children and our children’s children. 

There is a word for that responsibility and it isn’t “environmentalism” or “sustainability”—although those are both important and meaningful concepts.  The word that I have in mind is “stewardship.” Eleven letters that many of us more readily associate with the annual “beg your parishioners to pledge campaign,” but is really so much more. In medieval times, a steward was someone who cared for and managed a large estate or crown property and it included all aspects of the property from the storehouses, to the livestock, to the crops, and all the flora and fauna of the estate. And in Genesis, we are told that we, as human beings created in God’s divine image, are to be stewards of all creation. So, when we speak of Christian stewardship, yes it includes the annual campaign, but it really encompasses how we utilize all of our gifts and resources. And I’m not saying give them all to the church, rather, I’m saying that we need to be mindful of how we use our resources—be they financial, material, and environmental. We have a responsibility as Christian for how we use our own resources and we, as a parish, have a responsibility for how we use that which you and others before you have given us.

This morning’s Gospel passage from Luke is that wonderful story that Jesus tells to some people who “ trusted more in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” In essence, it speaks to a time exactly like our own. It’s the story of the Pharisee and the tax collector. And lest we think otherwise, neither person is blameless in this story. The Pharisee is a good man. He is indeed a religious person. He tithes 10% of his income and fasts twice a week. And he is very proud of this fact. Then there is the tax collector. He is a rogue—a collaborator with the Roman occupiers—a person who would be called by all good folks, a sinner. But he doesn’t feel too good about himself.  So, when the tax collector sets foot in the temple to pray he is more keenly aware of his need to benefit from God’s grace and not God’s judgment. And by asking for grace, he shows his need for God’s love and forgiveness. Not so with the Pharisee who has everything he needs from his religion and doesn’t need God to get in the way. It is a wonderful parable about humility before God. An illustration of how each of us is in need of God’s grace and of how our own arrogance blinds us to God’s love. And that arrogance shapes how we treat others.

Yes, today is our stewardship ingathering. It is the day when we celebrate our love and need for God and the vision of this parish in living out that love. But beyond meeting our own immediate needs. Beyond meeting the needs of the local community. Beyond meeting the needs of the people in Mississippi and the children in Honduras. The question remains: Are we being good stewards of this creation? More specifically: Are we being good stewards of the Chesapeake Bay? Are we being good stewards of our country or of the planet? Do we roll our eyes whenever we hear the phrase “global warming?” Do we shrug our shoulders about the agricultural and residential impact our lifestyle has upon the Chesapeake Bay? 

Being a faithful Christian isn’t just about some afterlife. As Anglicans, we believe that we have an incredible responsibility to this life as well. Our faith is about how we live in the here and now and what we do each day to care for all that God has given to us. Because, in reality, that is what stewardship is all about. +
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