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“Stewardship Asks a Lot: Our Presence” 

Text: Mark 10:13-16 

 

As we approach our annual stewardship drive, I want to begin a sermon series on the broader 

understandings of stewardship.  Often when we speak of stewardship, we think of our financial 

commitments.  And that is certainly a part of our stewardship.  But it is only one small part.  

When one joins the United Methodist Church, we take a vow to support the church with our 

prayers, our presence, our gifts, our service and our witness.  Stewardship is a commitment to all 

these aspects of our lives.  In this sermon series, we will examine each of these areas individually 

and I will conclude each sermon with a prayer of commitment.  It is an invitation to renew our 

dedication in each of these areas.  And so today, we focus on the gift of our presence. 

 

Let us begin with a prayer:  From distant places, we have come; with differing concerns, we 

have gathered.  We have come to share our gifts and our needs in equal measure.  Unite us 

together in this time of worship that we would come to know your presence among us and 

discover anew the gifts we have to offer.  Unite us into your vision of the Beloved 

Community as we journey together.  This we pray in your holy name.  Amen. 

 

An orchestra was preparing for an important concert.  It required many weeks of intense practice 

and the director informed everyone that it was important for everyone to attend the rehearsals.  

But week after week the director noticed that there were always some members missing.  Even 

up to the critical final week, there were always members missing.  But as the director reviewed 

the attendance sheet, he discovered that one person, only one person had not missed a single 

practice---the piccolo player.  So as the concert day neared, the director decided to make a point 

to all the members.  He stood before the orchestra and said, “With the concert looming near, I 

would like to recognize and thank all those who have had perfect attendance for all the 

practices.”  He looked over the attendance sheet as if he didn’t know who that might entail and 

then said, “I would like to thank Mrs. Smith, our piccolo player.”  Mrs. Smith rose from her chair 

to receive the recognition and applause of her fellow musicians.  And then she turned to the 

director and said, “It has been my pleasure to be here each and every week.  It is the least I can 

do since I won’t be able to be at the concert.” 

 

When one joins a United Methodist Church, one portion of the membership vow is a pledge to 

support the church through your presence.  Understandably, the first thing that likely comes to 

people’s minds is our attendance at Sunday worship.  Whether online or in person, we support 

the church by being present for worship.  And that is important.  But, I want to expand that 

understanding of the vow of our presence.  It means more than Sunday morning.  It is about 

being present to one another in meaningful ways. 

 



Throughout the pandemic, this is one of those things that we have come to recognize and value.  

We need one another.  It is important to be together.  Even for the most introverted of us all, 

there are those moments when we just need to be together.   

 

I recall a visit at our local hospital to one of our members.  Her door was closed, so I knocked 

and entered when she said to come in.  A nurse was there talking with her, but her eyes lit up 

when I walked into the room and she said, “My church is here.”  My entrance into her room at a 

time of need, brought the whole presence of the church.   

 

Being there for one another is a powerful gift.  In difficult times, we look for someone to walk 

alongside us.  In times of uncertainty, we look for the wisdom of others to offer us insight.  In 

times of loneliness, we delight in that friend who just happens to stop by for a visit.  One of the 

most powerful gifts you can offer someone is the gift of your presence. 

 

In the book, “This I Believe” attorney Deirdre Sullivan has an essay entitled, “Always Go to the 

Funeral.”  It is a lesson she learned from her father.  Deirdre was sixteen years old when her 

former fifth grade math teacher died.  Her father drove her to the funeral home and instructed her 

to go inside.  She was the only kid there.  And when she arrived at the front of the receiving line, 

she offered her condolences to her former teacher’s family.  Looking back years later, she says 

that her teacher’s mother still remembers her name and says hello when they meet.   

 

Then on a cold April night, her father died a quiet death from cancer.  His funeral was on a 

Wednesday afternoon, an inconvenient time for folks to attend.  She sat numbly in the front of 

the church as the service began.  During the service, she turned around to look at the faces of 

those in attendance.  She writes that the “memory of it still takes [her] breath away.  The most 

human, powerful and humbling thing I’ve ever seen was a church at 3:00 on Wednesday full of 

inconvenienced people who believe in going to the funeral.” 

 

Your presence is important.  And when we take the vow to offer the gift of our presence, it isn’t 

just about Sunday morning.  It is about being present with people at all times.  It is about 

recognizing that your presence is powerful and important.  You don’t have to have all the right 

words to say.  You don’t have to assume the responsibility of taking away the pain or solving the 

problem or doing anything extraordinary.  Sometimes it is just enough to be together.  Our 

presence is important. 

 

There are so many stories in the gospels that epitomize that importance. I think of the tragic and 

beautiful story of Ruth and Naomi.  Sadly, Naomi experienced the death of her husband along 

with her two adult sons.  She made the decision to travel to Moab because she heard that food 

was plentiful there.  On that journey she released her two daughters in law from any obligation to 

her and gave them the opportunity to stay where they were or seek their fortunes in other places.  

But her daughter in law, Ruth, replies with some of the most beautiful words to be found in 

scripture.  She says to Naomi, “where you go I will go and where you stay I will stay.  Your 

people will be my people and your God will be my God.”  She speaks those profound words of 

faithfulness that says she will always stay by Naomi’s side.  She promises to always be there for 

her, no matter what the future brings. 

 



That is the power of our presence.  It brings us together with one another in powerful ways.  Just 

as God has been faithful to always be with us, we extend that same faithfulness to one another.  

And it means that sometimes we will dance with joy with David rejoicing in God’s mighty 

works.  And sometimes we will laugh with Abraham and Sarah at the surprising ways God 

works among us.  And sometimes we will weep with Mary and Martha at the sorrows of life.  

But to be present with one another means that just as God has been faithful to us, we will be 

faithful to one another, no matter what may arise.  We will be there for each other. 

 

It also makes me think of the friendship of four friends who carried their sick friend to Jesus.  He 

was not able to come to Jesus so they decided they would bring him themselves.  The friends 

took the four corners of his bed and made the journey to where Jesus was teaching.  But when 

they got there, Jesus was teaching to a full room and they could not get inside.  Having come this 

far, they were not going to give up, so they carried their friend to the rooftop, chipped away at 

the roof until they had made a hole large enough to lower their friend down.  If any one of the 

friends had given up, the healing would never have occurred, but they were committed to caring 

for him.  That is the power of presence.  It doesn’t flee when things get difficult.  It doesn’t give 

up when hope seems distant.  And that faithfulness enables the healing they were seeking. 

 

And there is the story we heard this morning.  Jesus is teaching when people start bringing their 

children to him.  The story says they wanted Jesus to touch them, to bless the children.  The 

disciples took exception to this.  Perhaps they felt Jesus had more important things to do than to 

spend his time with children.  They spoke sternly to the parents.  Jesus was not pleased.  

Contrary to their thoughts, Jesus said, “Let the children come to me; do not stop them; for it is 

such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”  He welcomed the children. 

 

The reading concludes by saying that Jesus took them in his arms, laid his hands on them and 

blessed them.  It is to my great disappointment that there are no further details included.  The 

Jesus I have come to know likely talked to the children in stories that they could understand.  I 

wish these had been saved.  The Jesus I know would have listened to the children as they told 

him of their experiences.  But history did not preserve the nature of their conversation.  And the 

Jesus I know might well have found other ways to interact with the children…playing games, 

laughing together, having a good time.  Maybe Jesus cleared his calendar for the rest of the day 

and spent it with the children to illustrate to the disciples and all around how important it is to 

spend one’s time with one another.  It is a wonderful lesson. 

 

I also find myself wondering about their memories in the years ahead.  Those children would 

remember those moments.  They would remember the man who made them feel important.  They 

would remember his kindness.  Those things stay with us.   

 

Such kindness is also found in the sacrament we share this morning.  And on World Communion 

Sunday, we recognize that the table around which we gather is larger than we can ever envision.  

We have heard the welcome from our friends at First Baptist Church, but today we join sisters 

and brothers around the world for a simple meal that reminds us that we are not alone.  In that 

bread and wine, we find the presence of Jesus, a presence that is always with us.  And around 

that table, we discover that we are a part of a community of care. 

 



If you are ever in San Francisco on a Sunday morning, my recommendation is that you attend the 

St. Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church.  I was able to visit on a Friday and I was welcomed to 

help serve at their food pantry.  Each Friday they put the abundance of food around their altar in 

the sanctuary and guests come inside to receive what they need.  Then on Sunday morning, we 

gathered once again around that same altar to receive the bread and wine of communion.  I must 

warn you that the worship at St. Gregory’s is not what you might expect at an Episcopal Church.  

Along with the communion liturgy, all the worshipers locked arms in a circle around the altar 

and we danced joyfully before and after receiving communion.  On the ceiling in the sanctuary 

are paintings of modern day saints who are dancing.  It is a recognition that we are dancing with 

all the saints of God.   

 

But as you make your way around the large wooden altar, you will see two quotations carved 

into the wood.  On one side in Greek is a phrase from the Gospel of Luke that was intended to be 

an insult to Jesus.  It reads, “This guy welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  What was intended 

as an insult, Jesus wore as a badge of honor.   

 

On the opposite side of the altar is a quote from a seventh century mystic, Isaac of Ninevah, 

which reads, “Did not our Lord share his table with tax collectors and harlots?  So do not 

distinguish between worthy and unworthy.  All must be equal for you to love and serve.”   

 

To experience the fullness of these statements, it is important to be there on both Friday serving 

the food pantry from the altar and then to receive the communion elements from that same 

location.  It is a deep reminder of God’s presence with us all and God’s call for us to be present 

with one another. 

 

It is a holy calling, a powerful invitation.  Be there for each other.  The power of that presence is 

modeled throughout the scriptures and we continue that message today through our actions.  It is 

not an easy task and it is not a commitment we make lightly.  But in our ministry with and to one 

another, we make the beauty of God’s love visible in the present day. 


