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“It Doesn’t Make Cents”
II Corinthians 8:1-9

Extravagant Generosity: Fifth of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations
Sunday, October 26, 2008
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
I did something the other day that I told myself I would not do. I looked at my retirement portfolio. I didn’t want to. I told myself that it wouldn’t do any good. And as long as my only access to it was on the Internet it was very easy to refrain from looking. But then my quarterly statement came in the mail. There it was in my hands. Do I open it? Do I want to know? Do I care? The answer to all of those questions was, of course, yes.

So I opened it and looked at it. It was like looking at an accident on the side of the road. It is nothing you really want to see. But there you are, just staring at it, and you can’t pull our eyes away from it.

Well, the news wasn’t anything that I didn’t know. But seeing the actual numbers was a little depressing. The good news is I am going to be your pastor about five years longer than I anticipated. If that is not good news to you, I have an account into which you can deposit large sums of money.

I was talking with a colleague who chatted earlier in the week with one of his parishioners. All this parishioner could do was bemoan how much money he had lost in the market the last few weeks. Now my colleague knew this was a person who still had more money than most of us will earn in a lifetime, and becoming a little impatient said, “Do you know why you lost so much money?” A little startled the parishioner asked, “Why?” “Because you have more money than most.”

I am not quite sure how that conversation ended, or even if, by the end of the conversation, my colleague could still claim him as a parishioner. However, it got me thinking. Not to underestimate the pain that some are feeling right here in this church because of these bad economic times; not to deny that some right here have lost their jobs, their healthcare, their retirement savings; not to gloss over that many have to question the stability of their jobs, but the fact of it is we are still wealthier than most.

According to Branko Milanovic, lead economist in the World Bank Research Department: an American having the average income in the bottom tenth percentile in the U.S. is better-off than 2/3 of world population. If wealth makes us happy, we should be the giddiest people in the world. 

A couple of weeks ago I heard a story on NPR about money and happiness. The commentator pointed out that the average household in the United States is four times richer in comparable dollars than in 1950, but seriously doubted that we were four times happier, and in fact, doubted that we were happier at all.

So, why all this talk about money and wealth? Well, it happens to hit us right where we live these days, and that’s a perfect time to talk about Extravagant Generosity.

Extravagant Generosity is the fifth and final practice of Fruitful Congregations according to Bishop Robert Schnase. For the past several weeks we have been considering Bishop Schnase’s book “The Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations.” In his experience, what Schnase has discovered is that alive, growing, vital congregations do five things really well. They practice Radical Hospitality, Passionate Worship, Intentional Faith Development, Risk-Taking Mission and Service, and finally, they practice Extravagant Generosity.

Being the richest people in the world, extravagant generosity ought to come easy to us. We have so much from which to share. But both you and I know that is not quite the way it works. Not to fall into gross generalizations, but it certainly seems that the wealthier we are, the less generous we are.

I guess to fully understand that, we need to talk about what generosity means. If I were to give one million dollars to the church, that would certainly look very generous by anyone’s standard. And if someone were to do that, you can bet that we would treat that gift with a very special recognition by naming an endowment after that person, or if during a building campaign, perhaps one of the rooms would have that name attached to it, because the amount of that gift is very generous indeed by most of our abilities.

But if that person is worth 200 million dollars, they have been less generous than those of you who tithe your income.

Warren Buffet, has pledged to give away 85% of his wealth. That is a heck of a lot more than a tithe. Most of it, about 30 billion dollars will go to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Can anyone deny that is generous? In the end, that will leave Warren Buffet only about 6.5 billion dollars to live on. Will he be able to scrimp by?

I trust you are catching the sarcasm, and the point is not to demean very wealthy people. What they are able to give back to society out of their wealth is a very special thing indeed. But when we are talking about generosity, Scripture puts the emphasis on something other than just the amount that is given. So Jesus extols the faith of the widow who gives two almost worthless coins to the temple because it was all she had, while at the same time berating the rich one who gave much, but it took no faith because it came from his excesses. He could have just as easily lost it on the side of the road and not think twice about it. Even though it was a large amount, it wasn’t an amount that was going to affect is life style.

Not only was the widow’s offering generous, it was extravagant because to give what she gave required complete trust that God would somehow care for her situation. And that doesn’t mean that some rich man will come a sweep her off her feet and she will live out the rest of her days without a care in the world. But she required a trust that somehow she would find enough food on the next day, in the next week, so as not to starve.

Our Scripture lesson today talks of extravagant generosity. Paul is writing the church in Corinth boasting upon the church in Macedonia, exalting how God’s grace has worked in their lives to the point that they are eager to participate in this larger work of God even out of their poverty. Paul says, “For during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part.”

That’s what doesn’t make sense to most of us – the juxtaposition of severe affliction, extreme poverty, with abundant joy. And yet we have all caught intimations of it. It is why we are here. When we allow the grace of God to work in our lives, we experience a joy that is greater than anything we have known before. And it is not reliant on whether times are good or things are going our way. It is a trust that no matter what is going on outside of ourselves, God is moving in unknown and graceful ways, and we have nothing to fear.

The hardship is our wealth. Now don’t get me wrong. I forgot who it was that said, “I have been rich, and I have been poor. I would rather be rich.” I think I can empathize with that person. But if our wealth causes us to trust only in ourselves and lose sight of our faith that will wholly put our trust in God, then we are guaranteed to miss out on God’s promised joy.

So, while many of us are looking at our stock portfolios and our retirement portfolios and are bemoaning all that we’ve lost, it might be the perfect time to look at our trust portfolio in God. Do you know that God is on your side? Do you know God loves you? Do you know that God’s love for you and the abundant joy God wishes for you will never go bankrupt? Is it time to invest in God again?

Next week we will have the opportunity to prayerfully consider our financial support of what God is doing even through our church. You should have received a letter and brochure and a giving card in the mail this week. Next week you are to bring your giving card to church and make it part of your offering.

Earlier you received a letter from me and I talked about how this is probably the worse timing to have a financial stewardship drive. I am not so sure about that anymore. This might very well be the best time. We may not have the luxury of giving back to God out of our abundance this year, and that might be a good thing. We might have to prayerfully consider how we will give back to God out of our affliction, like the Macedonians. Unlike the Macedonians, the vast majority of us will not have to give out of poverty, but perhaps for the first time in a long time our giving will be a statement of faith and not a statement of our excesses. And when we do it I will guarantee you will experience a joy that is deeper than any human reward, because we will be participating in extravagant generosity – giving and sharing that exceeds all expectation.

There you have it. The last of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations. Schnase summarizes it this way:

Churches embrace newcomers with a sustaining sense of belonging when they practice Christ’s Radical Hospitality. Through Passionate Worship, God shapes hearts and minds, creating the desire to grow in Christ. Through the practice of Intentional Faith development, people make themselves available to listen for God’s Word and for the Spirit to mature their understanding of God’s will. Inner spiritual growth finds outward expression in Risk-Taking Mission and Service as people respond to God’s call to make a positive difference in the lives of others. As people grow in relationship to Christ, they grow also in the practice of Extravagant Generosity, offering more of themselves for the purposes of Christ and providing the resources that strengthen ministry and that help the church touch the lives of more and more people in the same way their own lives have been transformed by God.

That is the church I believe God is calling us to be. 
And I pray that it will be so, in your life and in mine, and in our lives together. Amen.

IT JUST DOESN’T MAKE SENSE
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