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Sermon Notes – November 5, 2017 
“Stewardship” 
Brian Walton 

 
 Last week Darren and I attended an amazing workshop offered at St. 

Andrew’s College featuring the Rev. Dr. John Pentland (slide of Pentland).  

John is the minister of Hillhurst United Church in Calgary.  My daughter 

introduced Victoria and I to this church during one of our visits to Calgary 

and I make it my Sunday morning destination whenever I’m in that city.  At 

the workshop, John described the evolution of Hillhurst over the last 

decade. (slide of Hillhurst) The committee who hired John told him that he 

would likely be their last minister as the church was in a constant state of 

decline and they did not expect they would survive much longer.  In the 

workshop, John described Hillhurst’s transition from a palliative state to a 

thriving place of spiritual exploration.  He spoke about how the 

congregation grew from 80 to 400 on a Sunday morning; how the Sunday 

school grew from ten kids to a hundred participants each Sunday.  The 

paid staff grew from a minister, secretary and custodian, to include 28 

people receiving monthly compensation including youth workers, an 

LGBTQ coordinator, a communications expert and an arts director.  Their 

budget grew from $120,000 in 2004 to over one million dollars this year.  

He suggested that the key to Hillhurst’s growth was its willingness to 
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engage the culture and to ask what is spiritually relevant.  They responded 

with a pet blessing service, by developing a ministry directed to the LGBTQ 

community, by offering a bike blessing, by opening their doors to the 

“Come in from the cold program” providing food and lodging to the 

homeless, through worship events like “Reel Theology” in which they take 

six Sunday mornings to look for spiritual themes in Oscar nominated 

movies, to a Wednesday morning meditation group that begins at 7am and 

has over 40 regular participants.  The list of ministry opportunities goes on.  

All of this happens under their frequently repeated vision statement: 

“Whoever you are, wherever you’re at, join us on the journey.”   

 (move to black slide for balance of sermon) 

The two most significant learnings that arose in the workshop were: 

1) the church needs to listen to culture and find ways to enter the 

conversations that people are having at coffee shops, and; 2) the church 

needs be a place that nurtures the soul.  Hillhurst describes its mission with 

three phrases:  radical hospitality, social justice, spiritual growth.  John 

offered the workshop participants many valuable insights but one strategy 

shocked me. 
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 Prior to working at Hillhurst, John worked briefly for the Calgary 

United Way.  In the United Way he discovered the importance of saying 

thank-you.  Contributions from donors need to be acknowledged.  He 

carried this perspective back into ministry and surprised us by suggesting 

that the minister should see the list of financial contributors and know how 

much every person is giving to the church.  This should be followed up by a 

personal letter from the ministry staff thanking individuals for their 

contribution to the work of the church. 

 If your feeling uncomfortable with this idea, rest assured that I haven’t 

looked up the contributor list and don’t intend to.  It is interesting, however, 

to ponder how you would feel if I knew your level of giving – just as it is 

interesting for me to ponder what you would think, if you knew what I put in 

the offering plate.  Each Sunday we proclaim how important the gospel is to 

our lives and how necessary it is to have a place, such as the church, to 

share and enact gospel values.  But just how important is it in your list of 

financial priorities?  I need to ask it more important to me than coffee?  I 

love my coffee and I’m tempted to stop at Starbuck’s twice a day.  With an 

average grande costing $2.50 - a twice a day, seven day a week habit 

would cost me $35.  Is my commitment to the gospel worth as much to me 

as my coffee?  By contrast many evangelical churches tell us that the Bible 



4 
 

requires a tithe or 10% of our income be set aside for gospel work.  My net 

monthly salary is $3900.  Is my commitment to the gospel reflected in a 

$390 per month offering? 

 If you haven’t guessed this is Stewardship month, that time of year 

when you will receive a photocopied letter from the church asking you to 

think about your financial contributions.  I wonder if you will find that letter 

annoying or perfunctory; or inviting.  I wonder if you will feel appreciated for 

the gifts you give.  (As you leave this morning I intend to thank you for your 

offering to the life of this church.)    Most of all I wonder will you give 

because you are excited about the vision and ministry of St. Martin’s or 

because it is the predictable thing to do. 

 One thing that this morning’s gospel lesson seems to reveal is the 

difference between perfunctory action and excitement.  Jesus observes 

that the Pharisees place offerings in the temple collection box out of their 

abundance.  That is to say, they don’t need to think much about it, they 

don’t have much investment in the results – they skim together some 

money left over from their budget (which in all likelihood is considerably 

more than the widow deposits) and makes a ‘donation’.  The widow by 

contrast is invested.  In fact, some Biblical scholars question the wisdom of 

a poor woman putting all that she has, her entire budget for the day, her 
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food and shelter allowance into the temple offering box.  Jesus observes 

that she is invested, committed, engaged by God’s work in the world. 

 Her actions encourage us, the people of St. Martin’s, to ask two 

important questions.  First, do we have a vision worth investing in?  

Second, if we do, how much are we prepared to invest?  John Pentland 

entitled the fifth chapter of his book on the Hillhurst experience: “Pay for 

what you want, not what you have.”  He suggested that vision and giving, 

go together.  Hillhurst wanted more children in church so they advertised 

on Kijji and hired church school teachers; they wanted to figure out how to 

welcome the community so they hired a communications expert; they 

wanted a ministry to the LGBTQ community so they hired dedicated staff.  

Paying for what you want is not only about staff of course.  New parents 

fretted about leaving their children in church school so the church 

purchased pagers so parents could feel secure in worship.  The church 

worried about the homeless in the neighbourhood so they opened their 

doors and bought a hundred meals for the homeless.  Are you excited yet?  

Dare I say that St. Martin’s is like Hillhurst.  We are a busy, active, out-

reaching place with a need and intention to further grow our vision.  Vision 

and finances go hand in hand.  What is your vision for St. Martin’s?  How 

might it be brought into existence?  What will be your commitment to this 
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vision?  These are exciting times; we each need to ask ourselves how we 

will participate in the vision and ministry of our church?  Amen.   

 


