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FROM BISHOP RYAN 

 I was ordained an auxiliary Bishop for the Archdiocese of Los Angeles in 1990, May 

31st.   So I was present at the Conference of American Bishops in November of that year. 

Before that time, Archbishop Thomas Murphy had spoken to the American Bishops and did so 

in the form of a challenge:"How do we develop among ourselves and our priests, deacons, 

seminarians and lay people a spirituality of giving which offers a biblical concept of 

stewardship?”  His words prompted (or so I am told) a spirited discussion among the Bishops 

and the result came in the form an Ad Hoc Committee on Stewardship. Archbishop Murphy 

became its first Chairman.   

 The Archbishop gathered several Bishops and two laymen as the first members of the 

Ad Hoc Committee and they began working toward writing a pastoral letter on Stewardship. 

 The Committee, under the leadership of Archbishop Murphy, included: Bishops Joseph 

Immesch, John McRaith, William McManus, and Robert Morneau. The lay committee members 

were Dan Conway and Vito Napoletano; other lay advisors included Jim Kelley, Fred Hofheinz, 

and Dutch and Barbara Schultz. 

 What I learned after I became a member of that Committee is there was a kind of 

survey of the Bishops as to what they would like to see in such a letter. Two major themes 

emerged:  the first, that the letter should deal with development - the development of financial 

resources for the Church at large (the US Church); the second, that the primary theme should 

focus on developing a stewardship model of being a disciple as indicated in the words of 

Archbishop Murphy that prompted the beginning of the Committee.   

 What followed was a strong discussion among the members of the original committee 

as to which way to follow.  The Bishops and laymen were definitely leaning on the side of the 

latter, and despite some continued opposition from a few Bishops, the formation of disciple 

stewards with its emphasis on a spirituality of giving that would involve a Gospel dimension 

became the direction.  So in 1992, my first year as the Bishop of Monterey, they completed 

their work and the pastoral letter was printed and approved by the Body of Bishops. 

 The book became the largest selling publication ever of the American Bishops, and 

continues today to lead in the numbers of copies people purchase from the Conference.  My 

engagement came after my installation as the Bishop of Monterey.  We, in Monterey, had a 

large deficit of several millions of dollars. I had an idea that perhaps this Ad Hoc Committee 

might be a place where I could gather some ideas of how to raise significant funds to assist us 

in erasing this deficit.  With my usual spontaneous response to any idea of mine or others 

which I liked, I approached Archbishop Murphy and asked if I might be considered a future 



member of the Committee.  With what I remembered later, a twinkle in his eye, and well aware 

that I did not know what stewardship and the Committee was all about, he kindly said yes, and 

not later but then and there.  

 So I joined the Committee and learned from an extraordinary group of true steward 

Bishops and laymen that stewardship was about the formation of a stewardship spirituality 

involving time, treasure and talents.  I read the Pastoral Letter at the same time that I listened, 

fascinated and inspired by these men, who lived stewardship as Bishops and leaders of their 

Dioceses as well as the added modeling from the two laymen.  I also became aware and 

attended at the next gathering of National Catholic Stewardship Council, at their national 

meeting.    

 In my Diocese, I began to work on implementing a program of stewardship formation 

Diocesan-wide and in terms of parishes.  My first step involved inviting and covering the costs 

of several pastors every year to attend the orientation weeks on stewardship held in the winter 

months, one in Northern California and another in Florida.  They were powerful, spiritual and 

enthusiastic and most of the pastors I sent (and attended with them) came away profoundly 

changed.  We also began an annual Stewardship Day bringing in the best presenters who were 

available as well as using some of our pastors to share their experiences of implementing 

stewardship in their  parishes.  We did these for a full day with lunch provided, and they 

became the source for real growth in a stewardship spirituality in our parishes and with our 

people.  Remarkably, the collections on Sunday increased as well as a better response to our 

annual Bishops' appeal.  

 Sadly we lost Archbishop Murphy, who died of cancer. We struggled along in the ad 

hoc committee, and then one day the bishop president of the Conference called me and asked 

if I would take on being the Chairman of the Committee. I did so and remained for six years. 

 As the tenth anniversary of the Pastoral Letter approached we had some lengthy discussions 

about writing a ten year anniversary new Pastoral.  But at length all of us sensed that the 

Pastoral Letter itself could not be duplicated. We decided to write an introduction to the tenth 

anniversary edition.   I took the responsibility to be the lead author and talked to many people, 

bishops (certainly from our Committee) and others, priests, and lay people and then began 

writing the letter. The Committee served as the editors and when we were satisfied, the Letter 

became the Introduction to the Tenth Anniversary edition now available.   

 What has been remarkable is the fact that stewardship has taken on an international 

flavor.  It begin with Bishops, priests, and lay people from Australia and Central and South 

America and has spread widely since.  It created the reason for changing the name of the 

national organization to the International Catholic Stewardship Council (ICSC), its present 

name.  It is interesting also that in our diocese several of our Hispanic priests from Mexico 



whom I ordained became among our best advocates and examples in their parishes. In all of 

these ways, it is a blessing that so many people are embracing the spirituality of stewardship in 

their lives. Stewardship as a way of life has its foundation in the conviction and the attitude of 

heart that life, and every aspect of life, is a gift. We can then find in ourselves a response of 

gratitude and self-surrender to the call to discipleship in the Gospel. “Have this mind in 

you.” (Phil 2:5-11) 

Most Reverend Sylvester Ryan 

Bishop Emeritus, Diocese of Monterey 



PUTTING FAITH INTO PRACTICE 

 “Stewardship is an expression of discipleship, with the power to change how we 

understand and live out our lives.”  1

 This simple yet compelling statement from Stewardship: A Disciple’s Response captures 

the difference stewardship can make in our lives if we take this call to heart. Those who have 

been touched by this spirituality of stewardship recognize that everything we are, all that we 

have, and all that we will ever be is pure gift from God. Through that recognition, we grow in 

gratitude for our many blessings: our lives, faith, relationships, the capacity to love and show 

mercy, our talents, the minutes, days and weeks of our lives, our financial and material 

resources. With this deep and abiding gratitude, we learn to say “thank you” to God by 

sharing our lives and resources, living as people of service and mission, reaching out with 

Christ’s love in our lives at home, in our town or city, our parish and the world. We find 

ourselves consuming less, prioritizing our time and activity based in who we are as God’s 

blessed people, and we share more with others.  

 What a blessing such life is! As our bishops note, this way of life is transformative. It 

helps us to find meaning and purpose in life; we move beyond selfish impulses toward the 

needs of others; we find abundance everywhere, and share the richness of Christ’s life and love 

as grateful disciples. This spiritual path is a profound and 

yet practical way to put our faith into practice, linking 

discipleship with our daily lives. 

Grateful: All We Are and Have Are God’s 

 Our beginning point is really quite simple, and 

yet profound. We are created in God’s image and 

likeness. Let that sink in for a moment. While we have 

been taught this fundamental truth, few really let this 

understanding direct the way in which they live. We 

are created in God’s image. This primary recognition 

of who we are immediately calls for gratitude, and for 

response. All we are is a blessing, given to us by God 

 Stewardship: A Disciple’s Response, Introduction (Hereafter, quotes from this pastoral letter will be noted in the text as SDR)1

“Genesis, telling the story of 
creation, says God looked upon what 

had been made and found it good; and 
seeing the world’s goodness, God 

entrusted it to human beings…Now, as 
then and always, it is a central part of the 

human vocation that we be good 
stewards of what we have received — this 
garden, this divine human workshop, this 
world and all that is in it — setting minds 

and hearts and hands to the task of 
creating and redeeming in cooperation 

with our God, Creator and Lord of 
all.” (SDR, 41)



in trust. Our very lives are a gift, breath upon precious breath. 

 More than that, being created in God’s image bears with it responsibility.  As Scripture 

scholar Art Zannoni notes, Sacred Scripture helps us to understand this: while the early peoples 

of the world carved idols and believed that the spirit of the god whom they carved resided 

within the idol, the people who believe in the One God were told not to create idols, because 

we are to be the living image of God in the world.  It is as though the Biblical narratives help us 

to see that “we are called to be the transparency through whom God is seen,” Zannoni 

explains.   2

 We are called to be the transparency through whom God is seen. This is not really 

news, is it? We know this through the teaching and example of Jesus Christ.  If each of us woke 

up every morning with the recognition that the day is a gift, through which we may make God’s 

love seen and felt by those around us, what a different world this would be! How our lives 

might be changed if we reflected on this call to make God known each evening as we come to 

the end of the day. Our “examination of conscience” might be the response to a simple 

question: In what way did I, or did I not, make God’s love seen and felt today? 

 Let us take this further by thinking about the idols that fill our minds and hearts, 

diverting our energy, attention, and devotion away from God and God’s ways. The U.S. 

Bishops, in their pastoral letter on stewardship, call our attention to some of the contemporary 

idols, the “destructive ‘isms’, that are a part of our secular 

culture. (SDR, Introduction) Accepting the call to be 

disciples and stewards provides a means for putting God at 

the center of our lives and shaping our actions and 

decisions accordingly. In this way, a spirituality of 

stewardship provides a practical way to connect faith with 

our daily lives. When we grow as stewards, we learn to 

recognize that we have a need to give — we are created in 

the image of God who is the giver of all good things. 

 To be a good steward of our lives and possessions means 

much more than simply “taking care” of them. The steward is 

one who not only cares for the property or possessions of another; the steward nurtures the 

other’s possessions and brings them to yield, with increase.   

 Zannoni, Art, The Bible Speaks on Stewardship, ThePastoralCenter.com2

“An oikonomos or 
steward is one to whom the 
owner of a household turns 
over the responsibility for 
caring for the property, 

managing affairs, making 
resources yield as much as 

possible and sharing resources 
with others. The position 

involves trust and 
accountability.” (SDR, 



 In many ways, growing as a steward is about recognizing the grace of God. The good 

steward recognizes that all we are, have and will be truly is God’s. We are called to steward it 

all well, as grateful disciples, leading us to be generous, as a reflection of the generosity of 

God. 

Grateful Disciples: Jesus as the Supreme Teacher 

 Christian stewards are not only people who recognize God as the giver of all good gifts. 

They are also people who look to Jesus as their Lord, Savior, and Teacher. “Jesus is the 

supreme teacher of Christian stewardship as he is of every other aspect of Christian life; and in 

Jesus’ teaching and life, self-emptying is fundamental.” (SDR, 19)  

 As we grow in this awareness that all is gift, and we begin to consider how we are called 

to share our gifts, it can be easy to delude ourselves into thinking we are just fine. “I give a 

little of my money to my parish every Sunday,” we might think. Or, “I volunteer at my children’s 

school sometimes; surely that is enough,” we may say to a friend. Yet, when we consider the 

life and example of Jesus, we recognize we are called to more. 

More gratitude, and more giving. In fact, through Jesus we 

see the true image of the living God and realize that God is 

love, lavishly given, beyond understanding. Fr. Michael Himes 

says this very powerfully: “And who, finally, are you? You are 

the image and likeness of God. If God is pure self-gift, then 

self-gift is the image in which we are made, the blueprint on 

which we are built. Therefore, to give ourselves away is what 

we most deeply desire.”  3

 Through baptism, we become members of the Body of 

Christ. We are called to follow Jesus with our lives, into a life of discipleship, and to do so in 

community. A disciple is a student, one who learns the ways of a master teacher. Jesus is our 

Master Teacher. When we grow in relationship with Jesus, we are called to act as members of 

his body in our day-to-day lives and in the community of believers, the Church. Jesus shows us 

that God is One who gives completely for the sake of the other. Grateful disciples witness to 

Christ’s life and self-giving love through the stewardship of our many blessings. 

 Himes, Michael, Doing the Truth in Love, 1995, New York, Paulist Press, 563

“Once one chooses to 
become a disciple of Jesus 
Christ, stewardship is not 

an option.”  

(Bishop John J. McRaith, as 
quoted in Stewardship: A 

Disciple’s Response, Preface)



 Our primary “text” for our reflections on stewardship are taken from the U.S. Bishops’ 

pastoral letter, Stewardship: A Disciple’s Response. In it we hear this: “Mature disciples make a 

conscious firm decision carried out in action to be followers of Jesus Christ no matter the cost 

to themselves. Beginning in conversion, change of mind and heart, this commitment is 

expressed not in a single action, nor even in a number of actions over a period of time, but in 

an entire way of life. It means committing one’s very self to the Lord. Stewardship is an 

expression of discipleship with the power to change how we understand and live out our lives.” 

(SDR, Introduction) 

Grateful Disciples Pray 

 In his book “Paths to Prayer,” Bishop Robert Morneau fittingly captures the essential 

connection between a life of prayer and one of stewardship: “To attempt to be stewards on our 

own or even with the help of the community will ultimately be futile. We need the power of the 

Holy Spirit to rise above our pettiness and self-centeredness in order to be for and with others 

as Jesus was. Without prayer, a life of stewardship will not last.”    4

 Living and growing as stewards is a lifetime of conversion. 

In many ways, the “change of mind and heart” (SDR, 1) that is 

essential for a life of stewardship goes against the grain of 

human nature and our contemporary secular culture, which is 

often self-centered, self-reliant, and selfish. To become a 

good steward is to place one’s life in the hands of God, to 

recognize God’s grace in the midst of daily life, and to 

respond by sharing our lives, faith and resources with others. 

Prayer is necessary for this conversion — in fact, it is the 

lifeline through which we discern the ways in which we are 

called to steward our many gifts.  

 When we bring our hearts to God in prayer, we risk being 

changed for the better, perhaps in ways of which we would never conceive on our own. This 

openness to transformation requires humility and trust, which we learn from Jesus whose own 

life of prayer exemplified these qualities: “Jesus’ prayer before the events of salvation that the 

Father has asked him to fulfill is a humble and trusting commitment of his human will to the 

loving will of the Father.” (CCC, 2600) 

 Morneau, Robert F., Paths to Prayer, Cincinnati, Ohio, St. Anthony Messenger Press, 1998, 1204

“Following Jesus is the work of 
a lifetime. At every step forward, 
one is challenged to go further in 
accepting and loving God’s will. 

Being a disciple is not just 
something else to do, alongside 
many other things suitable for 

Christians; it is a total way of life 
and requires continuing 
conversion.” (SDR, 15)



Stewardship is Profoundly Eucharistic 

 The very heart and center of our lives as Catholic Christians is the Eucharist. Through it, 

we are formed as disciples and nourished to live Christ’s mission of love, service, compassion, 

forgiveness and mercy in the world. Our communal prayer in the Mass shapes our living, and 

challenges us to grow as Christian people in communion with one another for the life of the 

world. As we experience Christ’s presence in the Word proclaimed, in the the priest “in 

persona Christi” (in the person of Christ), in the presence of one another as members of Christ’s 

body, and most especially in the bread and wine which are transformed into Christ’s body and 

blood, we are led to conversion in Christ and are strengthened to live as Jesus’ disciples. Jesus, 

the very image of God, and his way of sacrificial, self-giving love is the ultimate expression of 

stewardship. In this way we can say that the Mass forms us as disciples to live as good 

stewards, as people who willingly give what we have been given, in fulfillment of God’s loving 

will. Bishop Sylvester Ryan eloquently captures this: “The heart of the spirituality of a steward is 

how we live out what we celebrate, offer and receive in the Eucharist. The Eucharist propels us 

into the world, towards the needy and the afflicted, the orphan and the alien. ” 5

 Take a moment to reflect upon the many moments during the Mass in which we are 

called and strengthened as good stewards: 

  The very meaning of the word “Eucharist” is “thanksgiving.” We gather in 

thanksgiving for God’s love and providence; 

  The liturgical calendar of Sundays, feasts and seasons opens up for us the 

entire Paschal Mystery of God’s love for us in Christ. With each season and its particular focus 

and character, we are led to reflect on and shape our living as God’s people. By celebrating the 

seasons well, our lives take on the rhythm of the Paschal Mystery; 

  In song, particularly the psalms, acclamations, and songs of praise, which we 

raise our hearts and minds to God, who is the giver of all good gifts; 

  In prayer, we bring our needs, ask for forgiveness, profess our faith, recall  

Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection;  

  In the word of God, through which we are immersed in salvation history, hear 

the story of our ancestors in faith, walk with Jesus and the early community of believers, and 

are urged to live as faithful followers of Christ; 

 Presentation at the International Catholic Stewardship Council’s annual conference, 20165



  In the Eucharistic prayer and reception of Holy Communion, through which 

we are drawn deeply into Christ’s sacrifice of love, receive his very body and blood, and are 

called into communion with Christ and one another; 

  From the Mass, we are sent forth in mission,  to live as the bearers of Christ’s 

merciful love in the world. 

In this simple walk through the Mass, we realize that it forms us as the Christian people we are 

called to be. 

A Steward’s Prayerful Reflection 

 Prayer underpins growth in stewardship, every step of the way. In prayer, we listen to 

God and are touched by the love, grace, and presence of God with us in every moment of 

every day, throughout all of the times and seasons of our lives. In prayer, we bring our needs, 

hopes, and dreams to God as well, and invite the Lord to inspire, guide, and strengthen us in 

our commitment to grow in holiness and follow Jesus with our lives. Here are a few of the many 

ways in which stewardship is rooted in and grows through prayer. 

 Gratitude: For what are you grateful today? Offer a prayer of praise and thanksgiving 

for the many blessings you have been given. 

 Gifts: What gifts (faith, talents, friendships, time, resources, blessings of circumstances) 

do you perceive in your life at this time? Thank God for these gifts.  

 Response: Ask the Lord, “What should I do with all I have been given?” How will you 

respond by giving of yourself or your resources? Who or what will benefit from your service, 

sharing, caring, and sacrifice of time, talent or treasure? Make a prayerful commitment to share 

yourself and your resources as a reflection of your commitment to follow Christ as a grateful 

disciple. 

 Trust: In what ways are you called to trust in God in order to respond faithfully? Your 

sharing may include giving of your time, talents, or faith in ways that feel uncomfortable; you 

may be tempted to hold on to your money, or your time and need to trust that God will be with 

you as you share as a grateful disciple. Pray to hold firm to your commitment, and recognize 

God’s presence with you as you carry it out. 

 Gratitude: The reflection turns full-circle, as you reflect on the service, caring or sharing 

you have offered. In what ways have you recognized the grace of God as you have carried out 

that which you committed yourself?  



The Three T’s, and More 

 It is common for parishes to talk about the “Three T’s” as they introduce their 

parishioners to stewardship: Time, Talent, and Treasure. This categorization is helpful, in that it 

provides a way to draw people’s attention to the fact that stewardship is not only about money. 

However, we fall short if a spiritual foundation is not laid, or if the stewardship message is 

communicated in such a manner, unintentional though it might be, that we can check these 

three things off like boxes on our to-do list. Time, check. Talent, check. Treasure, check. Our 

call to grow in gratitude and to respond by sharing goes far beyond these three aspects of our 

lives. We are called to recognize that all is blessing and to be good stewards of all of it. This is 

one of the greatest challenges of stewardship leadership. It is difficult to “get our arms around” 

all that being a good steward entails. It would not be an overstatement to say that people will 

grow as stewards in direct proportion to the ways in which we continually invite them to grow in 

gratitude and respond as good stewards. 

What Does This “Look Like” in Real Life? The Steward’s Personal Response 

 When we take the stewardship message to heart, there is a meaningful difference in the 

way in which we live our daily lives. Think of all of the moments in a typical day and how a 

commitment to live as a disciple and steward makes an impact. How do you begin your day? 

What decisions are effected? What attitudes, behaviors or actions change as a result? While 

each of us lives in relationship to our age and stage of life and faith, personal circumstances, 

and vocation, in general, grateful disciples and stewards: 

 Pray: Growth as a steward is influenced by a life of prayer. Because the situations in our 

lives require us to make decisions daily, prayer is a crucial aspect of this spiritual life. Through 

prayer, we grow as followers of Jesus Christ; reflect on Sacred Scripture and the teachings of 

the Church to discern Christ’s call; are inspired to apply our faith as we navigate the moments 

of our days and years; and find the strength to share and serve in challenging and yet 

meaningful ways. Stewards begin each day by giving thanks, offering the day to God, and 

asking for the Holy Spirit’s guidance and inspiration as we face whatever the day may bring. We 

end the day giving thanks, examining the ways in which we have or have not responded to 

God’s grace and call, and ask that we grow in the ways in which we will live our faith as good 

stewards in the future. 

 Give thanks: Living a life that is filled with gratitude is a deeply profound way of living. 

Rather than focusing on what we want and being consumed by what we do or do not have, 



rooting our lives in “an attitude of gratitude” changes everything. We find meaning and 

purpose previously unknown as we recognize everything in our lives, including our very life, as 

a gift from God and sign of God’s grace. 

 Are attentive to our blessings and gifts: The 

more grateful we are, the more likely it will be that we 

will recognize the blessings and gifts in our lives. Stuck 

in traffic? Notice the sound of the birds or recall a 

precious moment with a friend. A colleague is late for a 

meeting? Take the time to consider the gifts and 

talents you have been given that you may apply to the 

tasks at hand. Starting with gratitude, see the face of God 

in your daily circumstances and respond, knowing that this is precisely what Jesus asks us to 

do. 

 Commit to growth in living faith: Faith is not meant to be static, having little impact in 

our lives. If we pay attention to the Gospel and the witness of the saints, we understand that 

discipleship requires lifelong change as we take Jesus’ call to heart. Embracing stewardship 

helps us to reflect on the ways in which we are, or are not, putting God first in our lives.  

 Appreciate and use our talents, resources, and time wisely and well: One of the 

most compelling aspects of the life of stewardship is recognizing that all we are and have 

comes from God. This realization helps us to see the grace of God in our lives. With this 

recognition, we are more deeply aware of the responsibility to use all we have been given, and 

to do so through the lens of our faith in God as a Christian in the world. Talents recognized are 

not left dormant; we see the good that can be accomplished through the use of financial and 

material resources; we are less likely to waste time and more likely to use it in ways that will 

give glory to God, the giver of all good gifts. 

 Share ourselves, our faith, and our resources willingly and with a generous spirit: 
Our grateful response to all that God has given us is to share our gifts with others in caring, 

compassionate service. Stewards gladly give of themselves and their resources as a reflection 

of their growing relationship with Jesus, who gave his very life for the salvation of the world. 

United in mission with Christ, disciples and stewards give willingly and grow in their capacity to 

share Christ’s forgiveness and mercy in the daily circumstances of their lives. They use their 

talents and time to advocate for justice and to seek peace. They know that faith, too, is a gift 

from God, and share appropriately and readily when the door to do so is open. 

“This pastoral letter initiates a 
long-term, continuing process 

encouraging people to examine 
and interiorize stewardship’s 

implications. (SDR, Introduction)



 Separate wants from needs, embracing a simpler lifestyle that is focused on what 
truly matters: When we take the stewardship message to heart, we see that we are influenced 

by our consumer culture and grow in willingness to examine our possessions in light of our 

faith. We begin to separate our wants from our needs and focus on what really matters in life: 

life itself; faith; relationships; the joy that comes from living a faith-filled and fruitful life. We find 

that holding on to possessions possesses us. We recognize that what St. Basil the Great said 

still holds true today: “The bread which you do not use is the bread of the hungry; the garment 

hanging in your wardrobe is the garment of him who is naked; the shoes that you do not wear 

are the shoes of the one who is barefoot; the money that you keep locked away is the money 

of the poor; the acts of charity that you do not perform are so many injustices that you 

commit.” 

 Continually examine our lives, asking God to inspire us to live faithfully: The change 

of mind, heart, and life that is brought about by embracing stewardship does not happen 

overnight. Because the circumstances of our lives change daily, growth as a disciple and good 

steward is a continual process of conversion.  

 Are accountable to God and the faith community: Stewards know that they are 

accountable to God for the ways in which they care for all they have been given. This 

accountability is supported by and through the commitment we make to one another in our 

parish communities. 

The Parish is Transformed into a Community of Disciples who Live as Stewards 

 Not only are people’s lives changed  when parishes form parishioners as disciples and 

stewards, the parish itself is transformed. As individuals grow in their commitment to Christ and 

to living as good stewards, the parish becomes a community that worships, evangelizes, forms 

members, and serves through the sharing of parishioners.  

 Pastors and other leaders are no doubt wondering if leading people to grow as 

stewards will positively impact the ways in which they give of themselves in ministry and their 

financial resources to the parish. The testimony of hundreds of parishes is that this is absolutely 

the case, and more. Forming our parishioners as disciples and stewards encourages them to 

open their minds and hearts to God and to make a firm commitment to live as Christ’s people 

in their world. As they grow as grateful disciples, they become much more willing to share their 

time, prayer, talents, attention, resources and faith with others.


