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Before my wife and I got married, I had planned to become a CPA. I enjoyed  and still do enjoy working with figures and seem to have a gift for math and numbers. If my wife needs to call someone, she usually asks me if I know their number first, before going to the phone book. 


But having a thing for numbers can be a curse as well. Many years ago, we would often find ourselves in financial difficulties. Denise always knew when that was because she would come home from work and find me at the kitchen table, pencil in hand, scratching frantically on a piece of paper. Over here, on the left, was income. On the right, expenses. And when I subtracted the expenses from the income, it always equaled worry and frantic panic. 


You have been made aware of Trinity's financial situation from Mr. Lance's brief statement last week. For over a year, offerings and expenses for each month have been printed in the bulletin, in order to keep you informed and to let you know in a gentle way that the trend was serious. For some, I'm sure, the math adds up to concern and worry. 


I know this is an uncomfortable topic for the church. Were you surprised by last week's announcement? Did you ask others if they thought this church would survive? Did you wonder if your offerings were spent frivolously or needlessly? What changes are going to have to be made?  And maybe, you contemplated the thought of leaving before it gets worse. 


No one likes to find out their beloved congregation is in financial trouble. It means there are going to be some very agonizing considerations that have to be made. It means that there could be tension-filled meetings with heated discussions. Some, especially those intimately involved in the details of the finances, will be burdened with guilt, as they may feel responsible for the crisis we find ourselves in.  


And beneath it all will be the one question we all naturally think about.  Any church, and that includes this gathering of God's elect, is supported by offerings. Sure, we can probably generate other income through fund-raising and such. But the vast majority of this church's expenses are paid with your generous offerings, given, hopefully, from a cheerful heart of thanksgiving to the Lord, from your hard-earned and already stretched thin paychecks. To find out that the church is struggling financially means you will have to ask yourself if you can give more. And I know that is a very stressful thing to consider. 


Especially now, what with the economy still in a mess and the recovery proceeding at a snail's pace and prices rising and health care costs soaring. Your family budget may already be strained and to think about giving more to the church is going to ratchet up the stress level and either leave you feeling guilty if you don't give more, or feeling pressured into it if you do.  


And just like any family that struggles with tight budgets, the subject causes tension with the congregation. Sadly, there will be blame placed and feelings hurt and things said in the heat of discussion that should not be said. Some may think that this is the beginning of the end and bale out before things get worse. Others might not only refuse to give more, but consider withholding what they are giving, in a sort of protest over what they perceive were bad decisions made by the council and other leaders. 


Brothers and sisters in Christ, you know as well as I that none of this helps. And none of this changes the fact that we are facing a very trying and uncomfortable situation. Blaming or criticizing others will not solve the problem. “I told you so” is not going to fix things. Talking gloom and doom does nothing to alleviate the stress. 


This is God's church which He himself promises will survive as long as He wills it. It is not a sinking ship or a useless effort destined to fail. Every congregation that seeks to remain faithful to God's Holy Word and His Sacraments is precious in His sight. The Lord has not and will not abandon us, even when and if we mismanage his resources. The one thing that will cause Him to turn his back on us is if we abandon His Word and begin to teach or confess false doctrine. He has called us to be faithful and He promises that He will take care of everything else. 


You have all benefited from His gracious gifts of Word and Sacrament here. You have been forgiven Sunday after Sunday, even after some of the blatant sins you committed the week before. You have been fed and nourished with Christ's body and blood here, and God has strengthened your faith for the hard times. You have been loved by God unconditionally, by others here as well, and you have shown love to them and God by your support of this church and each member. We are family, the family of God. 


Fellow redeemed, we're in this together and we'll get through this together, with Christ. We'll do that as one people, with God as our Father and Christ as our head. I can honestly and confidentially proclaim that Trinity has remained faithful to God's call to you throughout its existence. And believe me, that is saying a lot, because more and more churches are turning their back on God's inerrant Word.


It is the Word that brought you to faith in Christ. It is the Word made flesh, who lived and died for you, that your sins might be forgiven and you might be reconciled to the Father. It is the Word that holds the promises of eternal life that you cling to. It is the Word that assures you that you too shall rise from the grave and carried to heaven's streets one day. It is the Word of Christ, in which He assures you He will take care of you in every situation that arises, whether it is one you have caused or one outside your control. God is faithful to his promises and God is steadfastly committed to his Body, the church. 


God has sent his Holy Spirit into our hearts, as the Helper and comforter, who is the presence of the resurrected Christ. We know him, because He is the one who uses the Word of God and the Sacraments to create and sustain our faith in Jesus. The Spirit dwells here, in this congregation, and is the guarantee that the Lord will sustain us in whatever tribulation or hardship we face. 


You have done a very good job of being caretakers of the tokens of God's grace. Jesus said that if  you love him, you will keep his commandments. Your love for Christ can be seen in how you go to great lengths to preserve the Word in its truth and purity and honor the Sacraments as God's gifts to the church. Your love for the Lord is seen in how you help out here, filling boards, volunteering your time, giving your offerings, worshiping together. 


Jesus knows you love him. It's why you are here every Sunday. It's why you care so much for this congregation and why it hurts so much to find out it is in trouble. It's why you give so generously to the work of His church, both here locally and in the world. It's why you trust Him to care for you, it's why you look to him in your time of need, it's why you pray to him with such fervency and fear. 


You love Him because He has loved you and you have experienced that every day. He loved you enough to die for you. He loved you before you loved Him, before you believed in Him, before you even were aware of Him. He loves you with the unconditional love that can only be from the God who is love. And He continues to love you and nothing can change that, not sickness or health, not good times or bad, not financial worries or times of prosperity. His love is unchanging, constant and sure.   


Jesus' statement about keeping his commandments is really a prophecy. Because you love Him, because he first loved you, here's how you will behave. You will keep his commandments. The word for keep can be faithfully translated as “guard, protect or cherish.” Hence, the Word and Sacraments are gifts that you cherish, items that you have guarded zealously, and benefits that you have come to cherish as invaluable means of grace.


You know the great joy of these treasures, and you desire all to have them as well. Both members here and visitors who may come here. Just last week, I had a young man come in and want his little boy baptized. He came here, because another church told him they do not baptize infants and he wanted his son to be a believer. Because you as a congregation have been good stewards of God's mysteries of Word and Sacrament, God directed that gentleman here, where Christ is preached and taught and his sacraments administered faithfully according to the God's Word. 


You are the people of God, one and all sinners and at the same time one and all saints redeemed with the blood of the one Lamb of God. You serve the living God together, in your daily lives and together here as the body of Christ. Each member of the body contributes to the continued health and well-being of the church, thereby guarding, protecting and cherishing the treasures of Word and Sacrament here. Each member is important and needed. 


Well, as our congregational president asked last week, I ask you now: How can you respond to this situation? First, pray. Pray to the Lord of the church for this church. Pray that the Lord will abide with us as He has promised. Pray the Lord will forgive our iniquities and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Pray that the Lord will bless us with his wisdom and guide us with His Spirit. Pray that the Lord will bless us with His presence as we read, study and learn His Word and as we feast on the banquet of His body and blood, given and shed for us. 


Then, pray some more. Pray to the Lord that He would show you how you can help with the problems Trinity is facing. Pray that the Lord will show you ways you can help, support and defend this congregation. Pray that the Lord would help you to trust Him for all things when you do act, however you decide to act. Pray that you will remain faithful to Him, as He has been to you always. 


And pray for your leaders, those who willingly serve you and the Lord here. Pray for those whom you have given the responsibility to manage this church's financial resources and pray that they will make good decisions. Pray for yourself, that God would use you as part of the solution and use you to build up this congregation. Pray that the Lord would forgive you when you sin, and pray that others will forgive you, as you pray that you forgive others.


This is God's church. He is still in control. He is well-pleased with Trinity, for you have been faithful to your calling and faithful to your Lord. He has sustained you all these years and will continue to do so with his steadfast love and according to His good and gracious will. He has blessed this gathering of believers with many faithful members. He has shown you His unending mercy and grace. He has sent people to you and has given you the strength and courage to speak the true Gospel of Jesus Christ to them. 


You worked hard in this place, and the sore muscles were painful, but it was a joyous pain. You paid off a loan in less than three years' time. You, this little band of believers, less than 70 regular attenders, have given countless baskets of food and gifts to many in the community. You have helped others and you are becoming known as a giving church. When you are tempted to be saddened or depressed about the present situation, just look at what you have done, when you have acted together and in faith, with the Lord.  


As long as the Lord sees fit to keep these doors open, we will continue to serve Him in faithful obedience and trust. We will continue to be faithful to His Word of truth. We will continue to defend the doctrine of this church, because it is a true exposition of the Word of God. There is not one teaching of this church that is not true to God's Word. 


We love our Lord and because of that, we have kept his commandments, not because we have to, but because we want to serve our Lord with humble hearts and obedient lives. We are loved by the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. The  God of all is with us, and when the God of all is with us, we can do great things, as the called stewards of the mysteries of God. I encourage you to be ready, for God is still doing great things here. Look for them and be thankful to God for his loving protection and presence, in this time of need. Amen. 
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