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Remember when you owned hardly anything? Life seemed a lot easier then.  I remember when that all began to change. I was in high school and my favorite movie theater was the Parkway Theater. It had one mammoth screen. One offering for however long it ran. One concession stand. That was it.

The Parkway was my favorite movie theater because it was the place I got my first real job. I started out selling tickets.  One night this cute blond from high school came in.  She had never been to the movies and had come to see her first film. “I’ll have one ticket, please,” she said to me. “But that’s the third ticket you’ve bought in the last five minutes!” I said. “I know,” replied the blonde, “but before I get through the door some jerk keeps tearing them in half!”

Before I knew it I was popping popcorn, pouring drinks, and ringing up purchases. Mind you, this was in the day before plastic. Everyone paid in cash. The cash register we used was legit. Not one of those “no-brainer” ones you see today that have pictures of the drinks and popcorn and candy and combos. No sir, we had to calculate the price, add the tax, and make change in a split second. The pressure was tremendous.

You learn things about movie theaters when you work in one you wouldn’t know otherwise. 
· Like you can’t have an extra cup because they are inventoried and that’s how we knew how many we sold at the end of the night. 
· Like what we did with the leftover popcorn: we put it all in a big plastic garbage bin, put the top on, and the next day put it back in the machine and added fresh popcorn to it. 
· And like we hated having to give you four quarters for the toy machines but we did it with a smile on our faces. And don’t eat the nachos or hot dogs. Don’t ask. Just don’t eat.

It wasn’t long before the owner had me helping close up at night. All the money would be counted, put in bank bags, and I’d take it to the night depository just down the street. It was a walk-up depository. Behind the bank. Where it was dark. Behind some bushes. The owner either trusted me or hated me. I’m not sure which.

But I took the job seriously. I took it seriously because it wasn’t my money. It wasn’t my theater. It wasn’t my popcorn (other than the nightly allotment he’d give each of us). It was his. He was the owner. At best I was a manager. I was merely taking care of someone else’s stuff.

And life was a lot easier then. I didn’t have to worry so much. If there was a problem at the theater, the owner took care of it. If there weren’t enough ticket sales, the owner had to design new ways of marketing. If the supplies ran low, the owner would replenish them.  

Remember those days when you owned practically nothing? Life was easier then, wasn’t it? But then you went to college or went straight to a job and made a paycheck and started buying things. You owned your first clothes. When they wore out you had to buy more.Your first car. When it broke down you had to get it fixed. Your first house. You had to repair the fence and the faucets. Life gets complicated when we are the owners of stuff.

Jesus once told a story about a servant who was watching over someone else’s stuff. 

	And the Lord said, “Who then is the faithful and wise manager, whom his master will set over his household, to give them their portion of food at the proper time? Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will set him over all his possessions. But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming,’ and begins to beat the male and female servants, and to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and will cut him in pieces and put him with the unfaithful. And that servant who knew his master's will but did not get ready or act according to his will, will receive a severe beating. But the one who did not know, and did what deserved a beating, will receive a light beating. Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will be required, and from him to whom they entrusted much, they will demand the more.  (Luke 12:42-48)

It’s a simple story. There is a master and a manager. The master has set the manager over all his possessions. So the possessions are the master’s possessions, not the manager’s. The manager’s job is not to possess. His job is to manage. The Greek word for “manager” is oikonomos and means “the manager of household or of household affairs” or “the manager of a farm or landed estate, an overseer.” Some translations use the word “steward” here.

The King James Version did. The idea of “steward” and “stewardship” is an Old English concept when lords reigned over their realms. They had their castle and surrounding it was an area about the size of three counties. He owned everything in the realm: all the buildings, all the animals, all the commerce. His realm was his own private community. Think Downton Abbey country estate, the Crawley’s and their servants, back it up a few hundred years, and you’ve got the picture.

The castle was the best home in the realm. But the next best home was that of the steward. The steward did not own anything. He just took care of everything the lord owned. He managed it all: the commerce, the farming, and the workers. But he did not own any of it.

In the 1600’s when the translators of the King James Bible were looking for a word to translate oikonomos this was the word they chose. Steward.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See http://www.stewardshipcentral.org/posts/the-need-to-redefine-stewardship] 


The problem with “steward” and “stewardship” for us today is that we tie it almost exclusively to the use of money and we don’t associate it with the rest of our lives. But Jesus did. The master in the story is God and the managers are his people. His people are managing more than money. They are managing everything that the owner owns.

According to the story there are some who understand their role as managers. They do what they are supposed to be doing with the master’s resources. They will be rewarded with even more responsibility.

But there are some who, because they realize the master is delayed in coming, forget who is the owner. They begin to misuse their time, mistreat others, and malign the resources. The result for them is harsh. The conflict in the story surfaces when the master’s people think he is delayed in coming. 

It’s been two thousand years and Jesus has not returned. We might want to listen closely and avoid conflict. If we listen real closely our lives might even get easier. Notice the basic principles the story sets out about stewardship.

First, everything is the Lord’s. “The earth is the LORD's and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein” (Psalm 24:1). The LORD is the owner. That means we are not. That means, just as in the movie theater or the parable, we don’t have the burden of concern that the owner has. Our only concern is managing what he owns in a way he would approve.

Then second, everything is the Lord’s. “…and those who dwell therein.” God owns everything. We tend to think of stewardship as relating to only money. Even then, we think that it has to do with a certain amount that we purpose to God. We think that once we give whatever that amount is we have been “good stewards.”

But that is not God’s perspective on stewardship. “Everything is the Lord’s.” All the money. All the time. All the work. All the stuff. All the people. 

And that changes everything, doesn’t it? In the story the master came back and wanted an account for how the manager did with his stuff. In our life story the owner will ask the same. When Paul wrote about the apostles being “stewards of the mysteries of God” he said that “it is required of stewards that they be found faithful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). Then he makes it clear that it is the Lord who will judge him.

The principle applies to us as stewards. We spend resources every day. Let’s inventory some of the spending:
· We spend money that God has provided. You may work for it, but who gave you the ability to do what you do?
· We spend time he has given us. That last breath you just breathed? He gave it to you.
· We spend energy on pursuits, both important and trivial.  
· We spend our passion on people, both giving it and withholding it.

And in the delay of the master we begin to think we own everything. “Everything is mine” we say. The result? 
· We spend money as we want to spend it.
· We spend time where we want to spend it.
· We spend our energy where we want to spend it.
· We spend our passion where we want to spend it.

We do this without ever asking the owner what his will is. Now, some know the master’s will and some do not according to Jesus’ story. Both are reprimanded, but the one who knows his will gets the worst of it. The takeaway, by the way, is not to have the strategy to just not find out what the Lord’s will is. Paul tells us to “not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is” (Eph. 5:17). If you are following Jesus his story implies that we find out what the Lord’s will is.
His will, as Jesus teaches in this story, is for us to believe that everything I am and everything I own belong to God. It might do us well to sign our stuff over to God. Go ahead. Fill in the blank: 

“I, ____________, do relinquish ownership of everything I have to God. It’s his. It’s not mine. From this day forth I will take on the role of a manager of the stuff God has given me.”

Doesn’t that feel better? Now you’ll have to learn how to be a good manager because most of us have not been very good owners. For example, the September 2014 U.S. household consumer debt profile looks like this: Average credit card debt: $15,607; Average mortgage debt: $153,500; Average student loan debt: $32,656.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/credit-card-data/average-credit-card-debt-household/] 


How different might that look if the owner had been consulted first and we merely managed his money? And most Americans spend on average 97% of their income on themselves.[footnoteRef:3] Is that what the owner intended?  When it comes to your money, sit down and pray over your salary and ask God to show you how he wants you to manage it. Not just the small charitable part you give. But the rest of it too.  [3:  http://philanthropy.com/article/As-Wealthy-Give-Smaller-Share/149191/] 


And your time. In the first few moments of your day pull out your Day-Planner and consult the One who gave you the day. What does he want you to do with it? 

And your work. Yes, you need to do what your employer wants but as a manager of God’s resources you will need to check in with him too. You are now working for the Lord and not for men (Col. 3:23).

And your body. Are you taking care of it? Are you managing it as the owner would want you to? “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body” writes Paul (1 Cor. 6:19-20). 

Even your church is not yours. I have to remind myself of that from time to time. I’m creating a habit of sitting in the empty worship center before the weekend and telling God, “This is not my church. It is yours. You do with it whatever you want. Give us the people we need to do your will. Give us the generosity with your resources so that we can love people and help them love you. Show us how to manage your church as you desire.”

Then I go home. And life is much easier.

Yours can be too. Change your mentality from owner to manager. Give your resources to fulfill God’s purposes, not yours. We spend a lot every day. And there will be a day our lives will be spent. Let’s make sure it’s spent on the things of the Lord.

You see, you don’t own the movie theater. You manage it for the owner. Life is easier that way. And besides, you get to have some popcorn along the way.
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