Member, parishioner, steward…who am I?

“The earth is the Lord’s, and all its fullness, The world and those who dwell therein.”
 (Psalm 24:1)

Every human being is called to be a member of the One Holy, Catholic (Universal) and Apostolic Church. Our Lord Jesus Christ established His Church in order for it to be a pillar of truth, “…but if I am delayed, I write so that you may know how you ought to conduct yourself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.” (I Tim. 3:15)The Church is not designed to comprise of only one nation or specific class of people but it is promised to all nations. In the Old Testament we read: “Also your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth; you shall spread abroad to the west and the east, to the north and the south; and in you and in your seed all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”(Exodus 28:14) We are assured of this promise from the very words of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ who when commissioning His disciples says: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:19-20) 

The Church is not only designated and given from God to all nations as a “vessel of salvation”, rather, God requests from every man who is cognizant of the Gospel to become Her member. When the Apostles were sent to spread the Word of God they received another proclamation: “And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.” (Mark 15:15-16) Before Christ’s Resurrection He emphasized our moral obligation to receive The Good News of the Gospels and to become its members. He precisely taught His disciples how to approach the people and how to preach the Gospel saying: “Now whatever city or town you enter, inquire who in it is worthy, and stay there till you go out. And when you go into a household, greet it. If the household is worthy, let your peace come upon it. But if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you. And whoever will not receive you nor hear your words, when you depart from that house or city, shake off the dust from your feet. Assuredly, I say to you, it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for that city.”(Matthew 10:11-15) 

Naturally, Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who does not force His love or law upon us expected that not everybody was to accept the Gospel, “For many are called, but few are chosen.” (Matthew 22:14) This means that there are people who are not going to become members of the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church out of the own free will and choice. As it happened in the New Testament during the life of our Lord while He yet walked the earth the same happens now.  The question/choice that is presented before us is how do we become active parishioners of the Church? Obviously, not by simply paying some money and receiving some kind of voucher/receipt/proof that we are parishioners in good standing! 

Soon after we are born, we receive the Holy Mysteries of Baptism and Unction becoming members of the Church. This is when and only, and this is how we become members. Only those who are baptized “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” are members of the Church.  However, much confusion exists regarding “who is parishioner in good standing?” This article attempts to respond to this question. 

Once we are baptized we immediately become members of the Church. Our parents take us to the closest church; we attend the Divine Liturgies, Church-School, folklore, etc. When the time comes for us to go off to college, oftentimes young adults are absent  from church for a period of time. Even though we are physically away we still remain emotionally and sentimentally tied to our parents, friends and church. After college is over we either get married or we get a job, leaving our parents and church behind. Once we are comfortable in our new environment we look for the nearest parochial church.  A parish church is the church which acts as the religious center of a parish. The word "parish" refers to the collection of people who attend a particular church. Just by living in a certain territorial location of a particular church we are not parishioners in good standing, even though we are baptized members of the Church. As parishioners, the Church meets our spiritual needs by baptizing our children, blessing our homes, visiting our elders in hospital, etc, but we have certain obligations towards our church too.  

In order to earn the status of  a parishioner in good standing we have to do following things, on a regular basis: “…faithfully attend the Divine Liturgy and other worship services, participate regularly in the Holy Sacraments; respect all ecclesiastical authority (bishop, priest, deacon) and all governing bodies of the Church, be obedient in matters of faith, practice and ecclesiastical order; contribute materially, financially and other ways towards the progress of the Church’s sacred mission; and be an effective witness and example of the Orthodox faith and traditions to all people.” (Article 26 of the Uniform Rules and Regulations for Parishes and Church School Congregations in the Serbian Orthodox Church in North and South America) We have to be stewards of our church. What does it mean to be a “steward” ? The first aspect of Stewardship is the realization that our lives belong to God. In the Old Testament we find that: “The earth is the Lord’s, and all its fullness, The world and those who dwell therein” (Psalm 24:1) In Leviticus 25:23 we read: "The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens and my tenants.” Once we arrive to that realization it is imperative that we act. We must give back to God what is really His - our lives. Man acknowledges God as Creator and then returns to Him the gratitude and love what is His in the first place. The most important giving back is an individual and personal one.  This “giving back” of ourselves is referenced by the Apostle Paul as he exhorts us to “present your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable worship”. (Romans 12:1) This same principle is alluded to in each and every Divine Liturgy upon hearing the deacon say: “let us commit ourselves, one another, and our whole lives to Christ our God”. An example of stewardship is in Genesis 2:15. "And the LORD God took the man, and put him into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it." The drive to "serve the garden in which we have been placed"
We are all familiar with the message: “Under new management" which typically implies improved, better than before way of doing things. Well, we must bring our lives under “new management”, the management of God. “New management” means a new way of doing things -God’s way. “New management” means a new attitude, God’s attitude. You might ask what areas of our lives should be given back and come under "new management"? There are three areas: Time, Talents and Treasures. 

Time: How much time should we give to God? The answer is very simple. All time belongs to God. We must always see ourselves as God's representatives. This includes all of life's activities, whether we are shopping, playing, working, driving or walking. Our Christian life must be more than a attending weekly Liturgy or an occasional  church meeting. We must strive to cultivate a Christ-like consciousness that permeates our entire life. Our time must be "given back" to God and come under "new management". 

Talents: Each of us has been endowed with natural abilities. These abilities can be physical, social or intellectual. Besides these natural abilities, we have also been endowed with spiritual gifts which we received from the Holy Spirit at our Baptism. All of our natural abilities and spiritual gifts must be given back to God and brought under "new management." 

Treasures: In addition to our resources of time and talent, we have been entrusted with the stewardship of various treasures including our bodies (Rom. 12:1; 1 Cor. 6:19-20), our minds (Rom. 12:2; 1 Pet. 1:13), and our opportunities (Col. 4:5). Money is a good servant but a bad master-if we follow the world's wisdom, money will dominate us, but if we submit to the wisdom from above (Jas. 3:17), money will serve us as we use it to serve God and others. There are over 2,300 biblical verses that deal with money and possessions. God knew we would have trouble managing our money, and that we would spend a great amount of time earning, spending, and investing it. We must, and do have many things, but we must realize that we are only guardians of these possessions. Our finances must be given back to God and come under "new management”. Bringing our finances under "new management includes the privilege of giving to our Church. With our giving, we support the local and national ministries of our Metropolitanate/Diocese, St. Sava School of Theology in Libertyville, IL, our monasteries and mission parishes, etc. Life comes from God and should be given back to God, and our time, talents and treasures must come under "new management" - God's management. As we give ourselves to God, the result will be similar to what happens in the Eucharist. We offer bread and wine which are a product of our labor and the Lord consecrates and blesses these gifts. The same will happen in our lives. As we offer ourselves through labor in the Lord's vineyard, the world, the Lord will bless and consecrate our lives. 

In summary:
-Receiving baptism we become members of the One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic church. 
-By living on church designated territory we become parishioners. 
-By attending liturgy, partaking of Holy Communion, and supporting our church with our time, talents and treasures only then we become parishioner in good standing who ultimately exhibit the virtues of stewards who by definition are returning what they posses BACK TO CHURCH, their time, talents and treasures.  
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