
GIVE GENEROUSLY

I gave the following sermon at the 11.15am Service on 23rd November 2008 at
St. Peter's Church, Yateley. It was an assessed sermon that formed part of the
Preaching module of my Reader Training course.

It formed the fifth in a series of sermons relating to the timely theme of 'Money
Revolution' (how Christians should seek to manage their money in response
to what God has revealed of his will in this respect) and referred to 2
Corinthians 8:1-15 and Luke 10:25-37. The notes in italics as you read it, refer
to the visual aids I used at the time; I hope they are self explanatory.

It would seem that the wheels of the economic wagon haven't fallen off completely,
yet. People are still buying and selling, paying off debts and possibly dreaming of
future expenditure when times are better. The wheels are still turning.

The wheel of our ministry here in St. Peter's is still turning too, and I've brought it
with me to prove the point. (# - bring out Dad’s old cart wheel, and roll it over the
dais in front of the congregation, whilst talking about it.) It's a bit old; I detect the
possibility that it has received a few repairs over the years, but it's still pretty round,
and capable of turning over, and over, and over. (Prop it up on the dais/lectern
front.) You see, I believe that our ministry, is like a wheel which works by the rim
running along the ground. Our ministry is about touching people, about the need to
make contact with where people's lives are grounded. In times of trouble, when
people face difficulties in their lives, the ground will seem quite bumpy, our ministry
troubled by hills that need to be climbed. In times of calm, our ministry can become
complacent, generating the sense that all is well, and no great efforts are needed,
as we speed down a slope towards some future point of unseen crisis. Whichever of
these positions we identify ourselves to be in, the wheel is still turning, and our
ministry is still making contact with people's lives.

The Good Samaritan in our reading from Luke was a minister. He ministered to the
needs of the man left for dead. First, he dealt with the immediate problems; he
tended the man's wounds at the roadside. For this, he risked his own safety and
gave what he had to hand: the oil and wine and bandages. Then he put himself out,
set his personal comfort aside, and lifted the man onto his donkey, no doubt costing
the donkey a little extra effort as well! When they reached the inn, there was long-
term planning for the care of the victim's needs; importantly, the Samaritan's ministry
would continue in his absence: he gave the funding for that ministry to the innkeeper
in advance, and made plans to meet any future costs. His ministry cost him
immediate resources, comfort, time and money. He gave with complete generosity.



I had an e-mail recently that emphasised this point. We have friends working
Tanzania, from whom we get regular news and prayer updates. This month's news
included an anecdote from a national pastors' conference they'd just attended,
where their guest speaker taught using the text of the paralysed man lowered
through a roof to Jesus for healing. Their speaker pointed out that somebody would
have had to have replaced the roof afterwards, and made the point that:

“wherever there is blessing, somebody somewhere pays for it!”

In other words, wherever the wheel of our ministry touches people, it is going to cost
us - in resources, comfort, time and money. Our ministry is giving, and we have to
give to enable our ministry. We cannot divorce the two.

The rim of the wheel is the only bit that touches the ground, but if we only had a rim
to our wheel, it wouldn't be effective for long. (# - take sausage of plastercine joined
together in a circle, try to roll it across the lectern, squashing it.) Too much pressure
on it, and it crumples. There have to be things which constantly motivate our giving –
the spokes of inspiration, strength and motivation that support our ministry.

It is the things that should motivate our ministry and giving, that St. Paul is talking
about in the passage we heard read from 2 Corinthians. He is focusing the attention
of the Corinthians on supporting the work of the Jerusalem Christians; a project for
which the Corinthians have started to collect their contribution, but which they have
so far failed to complete it. St. Paul knows that without the right motivation, the
Corinthians will not have the strength and inspiration to minister to the Christians of
Jerusalem, and he draws together several ideas to encourage them.

Compassion for the visible needs of other people, is a great motivator. It is
comparatively easy to be inspired to give when you can see the need – the
Samaritan obviously responded to the visible stimulus, even if the priest and Levite
had their own reasons for ignoring it. That is why, when used well, the television and
the media are such a powerful tool for good – inspiring compassionate giving in
those who would not otherwise see or hear of a need. We only have to remember
the images from Ethiopia in the 80s, or the appeal following the Tsumani a few
years ago, and the resulting impact of high levels of giving.

St. Paul is using compassion to encourage the Corinthians to complete their giving

  “At the present time your plenty will supply what they
         [the Jerusalem Christians] need.” v14

But is compassion purely a Christian motivation to ministry and giving? Obviously
not – the response to many TV appeals incorporates the gifts of the whole of our
society, is totally multi-faith and multi-racial. Perhaps the importance of our
compassion is that it needs to come from a distinctively Christian source?



In this passage from 2 Corinthians, St. Paul is also making a comparison between
the failure of the wealthy Christian community in Corinth to complete their gift, and
the urgent generosity of the poverty-stricken Macedonian Church who had already
completed theirs. There is nothing like having a mirror held up to our generosity by
someone much less well off than ourselves, to motivate us to do or give a bit more!

I am sure that anyone who has travelled in the developing world will agree that they
have felt deeply humbled by experiencing the generosity of the people they have
met. When we visited a small hill church of subsistence farmers (another St. Peter's)
in the Eastern Cape of South Africa two years ago, the generosity of welcome,
refreshment and gifts was staggering. But so was their openness about giving: the
collection bag was checked to see if it would meet the expenses of the church's
ministry for the coming month. When it was found to below the known expenses, it
was simply sent round again and we sang another hymn! That is the type of
comparison that I feel St. Paul is making here between the Macedonians and the
Corinthians. If our giving here in St. Peter's for the support of our own ministry
activities were held up in comparison to that of a community such as the one I just
described, would might find the comparison humbling. But surely anyone could
make that sort of comparison – with what should we compare our giving to make it
distinctively Christian?

St. Paul, through his testimony to the Macedonian's gift, also offers partnership in
ministry as a motivation for the Corinthians to complete their gift. The money is
required so that the Jerusalem Christians can continue with their important ministry.
Their need is partly due to famine, and partly the result of their own over generosity
in the past. We remember that the Christians of Jerusalem had shared all their
possessions after Pentecost, to support their emerging ministry, but in doing so they
had stopped producing resources to support that ministry in the long term; a lesson
in itself. But there was no blame being laid as Paul organised the fund, simply a
shared knowledge that their proclamation of the gospel in a very tough political and
spiritual climate, needing the sacrifice of fellow Christians to support it. Partnership
in Christian ministry, across ecumenical divisions, was another motivation to their
Christian giving, but with what can a distinctive partnership be forged that does not
seek to lay blame for past mistakes?

If we have a wheel, even one with spokes, which has nothing to guide it, (# - roll a
kid's hula hoop, with paper spokes, down the dais step towards an aisle) it only has
to hit a bump and it will fall over. It is the hub of the wheel, the point by which
direction can be applied through an axle, that really provides the strength, holding it
all together. God, through the example of Jesus, was always the focal point of St.
Paul's teaching, and there is no surprise to find it here at the centre of his
encouragement to the Corinthian's generosity (# - stick a cross with the word 'God'
on it, onto the hub of the wheel).



St. Paul tells us that the Macedonians give themselves “first to the Lord” and then as
the Message version of the Bible puts it, their “giving simply flowed out of the
purposes of God working in their lives.” This is the true source of the abundance of
the Macedonians' giving. The hub of their generosity, their giving, is the extent to
which they have given themselves to God, through their understanding of who
Jesus is, and the sacrifice that he made.

I have been really challenged recently by a short phrase in a very old piece of
writing. A friend of mine, is working on a modern translation of a 14th century
spiritual work called the 'Cloud of Unknowing', and writing it up, little by little on the
web. This is the phrase that really struck me when I first read it last month; “God
doesn't want your help. He wants you.” Therefore our ministry and giving, is not
about doing what God wants us to do because we are obedient, nor about simply
being God's little helpers. It is about being so totally with God, that he can work
freely through us in all the ways in which we touch the lives of other people.

Verse 9 is therefore the hub, of this passage in 2 Corinthians:

“For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich,
yet for your sake he became poor,

so that you through his poverty might become rich.”

I am sure that over the weeks we have been studying this Money Revolution series,
it has been emphasised that whatever we have in the way of wealth and
possessions, comes from God. We have nothing that we can truly call our own.
Except, we have been given Jesus, and our relationship with him. That is the
importance of v9: Jesus was rich, because he was God. He came to poverty. Even if
he had been born into the richest palace of the world, he would still have been poor
compared to his existence as God. But he came in poverty, to a place of spiritual
poverty, where the only way he could make us aware that we needed God to be the
very centre of all we do, was to die on the cross.

God is the distinctively Christian source of our compassion; Jesus' sacrifice is the
image with which we compare our giving to see how distinctive it is; the Holy Spirit
forges our partnerships in ministry, enabling God's purposes to flow through us to
those we minister to.

That, and nothing else, is what makes us rich. That is what makes us so abundantly
rich, that we, like the Macedonians should be pleading for the privilege of sharing
generously in giving and ministry with each other. Our distinctive relationship with
God, that we celebrate at Communion, is what gives us the wealth, the strength and
the motivation to give generously.

                Rachel Hartland


