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Pastor’s Pen: New Stewardship-New Language-New Reality

We have spoken much of the new stewardship program being launched in this diocese. | know it might
be easy to be a wee bit cynical about another “program” from the diocese. It can seem like we have been
here before. This would not be the first diocesan plan/renewal program we have seen. Yes, most all of
those programs died quick deaths after their initial rollout. Won’t this be the same? Believe me, we
pastors have asked this question.

My take is that this time is different. Partly because of whom we have as bishop and his clear
understanding that the diocese and most of the parishes are in poor health. We face multiple problems
which can no longer be kicked down the road. The Bishop’s proposals to the new pastoral plan and the
stewardship plan are his way of addressing the long term and systemic problems we face as a diocese
and that plague our parishes.

How does stewardship address this? Let’s go back to where the word ‘steward’ comes from. It comes
from the Old English “stigweard,” meaning “guard of the hall.” In those days, the “stigweard” was one of
the highest ranking officials of the household; he had the job of protecting and serving the lord of the
manor or the king. In more modern terms, a steward is one who sustains a mission or purpose. Both of
these tie into what is being meant by the word “steward.”

On the one hand, the older definition shows that as stewards, we belong to a household. We are
members of the Body of Christ, with God as the Lord of the manor. As members of that Body by virtue of
baptism, we are brought in to help sustain the mission of God. Jesus gives that mission at the end of the
Gospel of Matthew when he says, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have
commanded you. And behold, | am with you always, until the end of the age. (Matthew 28:19-20)
Everything we do as a Church is ordered to this end. From our sacraments to our educational apparatus
to our outreach is to be geared toward the Great Commission.

Stewardship, in the Catholic Church, is about engagement in the Great Commission because we are
members of the same family. This will necessitate us changing how we approach things, even to
changing our language. Each change represents a change in focus and a change in execution.

Steward...not volunteer

A steward has a responsibility to the household. Growing up, we never referred to the work we did in
our chores as “volunteering.” We did what we did because we belonged to a family. We are banishing
the word “volunteer” from our parish language because it is not a truthful representation. You volunteer
for something outside of your family. You are steward for what is within your family. We are asking for
stewards because by your baptism, you are family...not a customer.

Hence, everything from Mass ministries, outreach to the home-bound, taking care of our facilities, and
so on are more a matter of our taking care of our family as opposed to merely doing charity work. Some
stewards, because of the load they carry, are paid by the parish (usually far less that their peers) to
preach, teach, and do other things to sustain the mission of the parish. They are responsible before the
parish and before God as to how they execute their duties. However, not everything requires a paid
employee. Were every member of the family to be a good steward, we could engage so much better in
the work of the Church and its mission.




Sacrificial Giving...Not just ‘Paying the Bills’

In the Old Testament, the Thanksgiving offering was given so that the work of the priests and Levites in
service of God and His people could be uninterrupted. The priests and Levites were called to fully give
themselves over to the service of God and the people. The thanksgiving offering was also used to help the
poor and the needy. This sacrifice came from the first fruits of the labor of the people of Israel, not the
leftovers. By the same token, the tithe (another word for the Thanksgiving Sacrifice) is supposed to be the
first fruits of one’s labor given to help further the mission of Jesus Christ and to aid the poor, both locally
and throughout the world.

For this to happen we need to abandon the model so many within the Church, both clergy and laity, have
operated under. This model is the consumer model. In other words, | consume x, y, and z, so | give x
amount as an amount that | think is what x, y, and z and worth. For most, that amount is at steep discount
prices.

What the consumer model does is turn a parish into a discount store and the collection is the cash
register. This totally upends the whole idea of stewardship and leaves open great amounts of abuse. What
happens is that the budget starts constraining the mission of the Church (and of the parish) and drives
both the quantity and quality of the mission. This is especially egregious when a person exempts
themselves altogether from the thanksgiving sacrifice and yet demands the benefits of the mission of the
church.

The tithe is a percentage of income used to further the mission of the Church. It is the first fruits, not the
leftovers. It is being a part of the family. It is called a sacrifice in the Old Testament because it is meant to
cut into one’s need and not just one’s excess. It is what members of a family do to support one another.

Sponsorship Families...not school families

When a parent puts their children into our school, they are not placing their kids in a private institution
that tries to give a superior education. Catholic schools are first and foremost about forming young
disciples of Jesus Christ who will serve in the Body of Christ as members of His family. When that service is
not lived out, the mission is squandered.

In allowing a parish child into our school, the parish is saying, “We are willing to form this child as a child of
God to join into the mission of the Church.” Even if a family generously tithes, it does not usually cover
anything close to the actual cost of the education per student. Those who come to worship on Sundays are
the ones supplementing the education. Many of them are giving out of their need. Hence, when a family
with children in our school regularly absent themselves from Mass and being stewards, they are
defrauding the parish and especially those who are good stewards. Furthermore, they are undercutting
the mission of Christ and His Church by teaching their children to not engage in the mission! They teach
their children to not be stewards but to selfishly expect the benefits of being a steward.

This is why starting next year, entrance into our school by Catholics will only be allowed to those who are
stewards, who sacrificially give (that will be different from person to person) and ,most importantly,
reinforce the mission of the Church by coming to Mass. Our families with children in our school will not be
the only ones who will be given benefits becoming of a true steward. They will not be the only ones who
will be denied certain things that are benefits of stewardship.

This is the new reality Bishop McKnight is setting forth. By 2023, all parishes will be doing this. A change in
pastors will not affect this new stewardship program as it is based on the Bishop and not merely the local
priest. Think about this. Pray about this. Ask yourself, especially if you are a parent with children in our
school, whether you are engage in the mission of the Church through Mass attendance, being a steward,
and sacrificial giving. Change what needs to be changed because | can assure we will be asking those
questions.




