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Do you like magic?

I do--and always have.  Of course, it is not because I believe in it.  I know that there is nothing magical about it, but I love that the magician appears to do the impossible.


No one does that better than Criss Angel.  You may have seen him on TV.  He has a regular series on A&E called “Mind Freak.”  On the show he does magic of every sort.  

One time he went into a grocery store, persuaded a woman to let him borrow her engagement ring, made it disappear only to reappear inside an orange he had selected from the fruit stand.  

On another occasion, he stood in front of an audience in an open field.  He took a blanket and slowly raised it before him.  When it fell to the ground moments later, he was gone.  

Then there are his great escapes.  Harry Houdini has nothing on Criss Angel, who has escaped from burning cars, crates crashing to earth, and tanks filling with water.  All of it while being watched live.

But as amazing as Angel’s performances are, one joy of the show is the fact that he gives the viewer a behind-the-scenes glimpse of his biggest illusions.  He doesn’t give away any trade secrets, but he does reveal some of the preparation necessary for his stunts.  And what we discover is that this is no one-man-show.  A whole team of people is needed for success.  There are people who conceive and clarify ideas, architects or engineers who design the equipment, people who build it, operate and test it.  There are people who scan for and determine locations, plan and build the sets, even guard them when necessary.  And then there are safety and medical personnel standing by just in case.  


From conception to execution, dozens of people will have been involved.  Together they will create the “magic” for which Angel will get the applause.


What happens in the community of faith is similar.


Some years ago a friend was commenting on her experience of the church.  She said that when she first attended she assumed that the magic of worship or ministry just happened.  But after becoming more involved she discovered it was the result of hard work by a lot of people.  And she’s right.  

Think about our worship this morning.  I stand her in a robe and do most of the talking but whatever magic takes place comes because of the work from others.  Earlier this week, people selected music for the service, stuffed the children’s bags, edited the music slides and folded the bulletins.  Some people came early today to prepare communion and make sure the air conditioning was working.  When others started to arrive, the greeters and ushers were in place, ready to extend a hand and a smile. During the service, a half dozen musicians have played for us and a dozen vocalists have led us in praise.  Judith has kept us on track with the slides and Art has monitored the soundboard to make sure all could hear.  Even after the service is over, there will be work left to do.  Some folk will gather the friendship registers; others will clean the communion trays.  While I might get kudos or complaints at the door, the fact is that more than three dozen people make whatever happens on Sunday morning happen.


And the same is true of other aspects of church life.  A dozen people or more contribute their wit and wisdom to our educational ministries while an equal number lead Christian Women’s Fellowship and volunteer in the church office.  In a few weeks the Children’s Outreach Ministry will launch its Adopt-an-Angel program.  More than two dozen members and friends will take the names of children in need and provide Christmas for them.  And in early January a third or more of the congregation will take part in the Boar’s Head Festival.  While most of our ministries may have a face or two, the reality is that each is undergirded by a number of others.


Given that fact, the question I want us to consider is why so many people give so much of themselves toward these ministries.  Why is it that they make them a priority in life?

Of course, I’m sure there are a variety of reasons.  Some do it out of love for the Lord or for the church.  Others do it to honor parents or mentors who served before them.  Some may have a sense of duty or obligation that compels them.  And maybe a very, very few do so because they want or need the recognition that comes from their work.  


But I would suggest that most do what they do because they have grasped--consciously or unconsciously--one of the truths of the Christian life.  That truth is this—our greatest satisfaction comes from living out our faith by using our God-given gifts for the good of others.  Life is best when we discover our talents and use them to enrich the lives of others.


The Apostle Paul certainly understood that, and writing to the Christians in Rome he wanted them to understand it too.  That is why he urges them to recognize how God had given each of them divine gifts.  Some of those gifts were public—the gift of prophecy, for example.  A person with such a gift would be able to discern God’s will and declare it to the whole community.   After a while, everyone would know who the prophets were.  But others gifts were less visible although equally valuable.  A person whose heart allowed her to give generously—like the widow that Jesus praised--might do so without anyone ever knowing it.  

Yet what mattered was not so much the gift itself—the kind of talent or skill God had given.  Each was good and important to the work of God.  What mattered was that it be used for the good others.  As Paul puts it: “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them.”  Notice the emphasis. It is not on the gifts but on using them.  It is on taking what God has given and employing it for the well being of the whole.


Paul knew that if the Christians in Rome were good stewards of the gifts and talents God had given them, they would not only bless others and the community of faith but find personal satisfaction as well.

Isn’t that the case with those you have known who were good stewards of their gifts and talents?


Although Mac had long before retired from the Marines, he still looked the part—short and muscular with a flat-top now white.  Even his normal voice sounded like that of a master sergeant.  But the man knew how to cook.  And early on the first Monday of every month, he would arrive at Kings Highway Christian Church while it was still dark, put on an apron and fix breakfast for the dozen or so members who met for prayer at 6:45.  There was nothing better than coming down the stairs to the smell of eggs and bacon, grits and pancakes.  And there was nothing like Mac’s joy at being able to use his gifts for us.  Mac would never have talked about being a steward of his talents, but that is what he was.  And he loved using the gifts God had given him. 


 Earl was similar.  


He was a music student at Southern Baptist Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, when we met.  He needed a job; we needed an organist and choir director.  For the next two years, Earl was a husband, the father of three, a full-time student, a newspaper delivery man and our church’s music staff.  Often he would come to worship exhausted.  But you knew that even if he weren’t being paid, he would be in some church somewhere helping the people to worship God.  Nothing gave his greater satisfaction that sitting behind the piano or organ and hearing people praising God.


Or consider Lucille Mackie and Vivian Bowen.  Many of you may not have met them but those who did know they had the gift of compassion.  That gift was not something that they merely held in their heart.  They used it in very concrete ways.  I cannot tell you how many hospital rooms I walked into to find that one or the other or both had already been there with a bouquet of flowers, listening ears and encouraging words.  Because they used the gift God had given them, they blessed a lot of people.  But they were also blessed because they receive the satisfaction that comes from being good stewards of God’s gifts.


There are a lot of people in this congregation who are using their gifts like Lucille and Vivian.  People are blessed every day by them.  But, let’s be honest, many of us are not the stewards we could be.  Maybe we don’t think we have any gifts.  Maybe we don’t want to admit we do.  Maybe we know our gifts but for some reason we have chosen not to use them. I don’t know.  What I do know is that God has given you gifts for the good of this community.  And finding and using those gifts will not just bless the church but enrich your life as well.

So let me ask you to take another look at the Stewardship of Talent survey you were asked to bring with you today.  And like the Time inventory, we are not asking you to turn it in.  It is between you and God.  But what we are asking is for you to take it seriously.  
· Use it to identify the gifts, the talents, the skills that God has given to you.   What is it that you do well?  What do you like to do?  
· Use it to evaluate how you are using your gift or gifts.  Is it a light shining on others or is it hidden under a barrel?  Is it making a difference in the lives of people around you or it is an untapped resource they need?   
· And use the survey to determine what you need to do in response.  Do you need to identify a ministry where your gift can be used?  Do you need to commit yourself to action?  



Use the Talent survey to become a better steward of God’s gifts because in doing so you will not only bless others but enrich your own life as well.

