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Don’t Hold Back


Didn’t you hate it when your mom or dad would say to you, “Why can’t you be more like your brother who gets straight A’s?”  “Why can’t you be more like your sister who has so many friends?”  It doesn’t stop!  Professors point out the best students.  Bosses point out great employees.  Your kids wish you could more like their friends’ parents who apparently let their children drive into Chicago when they are 14 years old and stay with another friend’s 21 year old cousin.  What could wrong there?  And it continues – even into the church.  At Annual Conference the Bishop lifts up particular churches telling us that we should all be like First UMC of wherever because of their giving and ministry and creativity.  

That’s what it feels like Paul is doing here.  He’s writing the Corinthian church and telling them that they need to be more like the Macedonian churches whose per-capita giving wins the annual mission giving award!


Corinth was the most troublesome of all of Paul’s churches.  They were racked with conflict.  They debated about whether or not they could eat meat sacrificed to idols.  Those who lived lives of wealth and luxury would eat all of the food at the potluck and not leave anything for the laborers who came later.  Their community life was full of iniquity and depravity.  In Paul’s first letter to them he calls them out on lust, greed and licentious behavior that would make Charlie Sheen blush.  By the time Paul writes this second letter to the Corinthians they have received false teachers from other churches that suggest Paul is a false apostle whose teachings about God’s free gift of love is wrong, and that gentile men needed be circumcised before being Christian.


The church at Corinth was in deep trouble!  They were meeting with the District Superintendent every week and the Bishop was avoiding their calls.  And now Paul writes them and tells them to be more like the church at Macedonia.

The Macedonian churches were in a prosperous region with a major east-west route running through it.  Although the province enjoyed economic advantage, Christians in Macedonia were extremely poor and had experienced some kind of severe trial. Yet when faced with the opportunity to help the beleaguered church in Jerusalem, their response was overwhelmingly generous.  In this part of the letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes, “during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity.  …they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints…”  

I came across a story in my reading this week.  A delegation from the United States had gone to Nanjing, China for a dialogue with leaders of the China Christian Council.  On the Sunday during the visit, the group divided up to visit churches in the city.  An older Chinese woman now living in Los Angeles chose to visit a church across the river from Nanjing, a poor church composed of farmers. The 900 who were present for the service wanted to hear a word from their sister from the states, so Mrs. Chang brought greetings from her church in Los Angeles. She told how their church was growing rapidly and that they were currently building a a large new addition. Then after a word of blessing for this church, she took her seat. At the close of the worship time, Mrs. Chang was called back to the front. The pastor said her words had thrilled their hearts. They wanted her to have the morning offering to help with the new building in Los Angeles -- about $140. When their overflowing joy welled up in generosity, they gave beyond their ability.


A friend of mine went on a mission trip to Antelope, South Dakota.  On Sunday they were to worship at a local church.  My friend had planned to take his group to the local Episcopal church which would have been a wonderful experience for the youth.  It combined great high Episcopal Church pageantry with Native American rhythms and stories.  The priest was an excellent preacher and the sanctuary was air conditioned – a welcome respite after days working in the hot sun.  But the director of the agency that was hosting them urged them that Sunday morning to go to a church which had never received visitors from churches on mission trips to the area.  So that morning, my friend took his youth group, unannounced to a small Pentecostal church in Antelope, South Dakota.  The service lasted over two hours.  During the sermon that went on and on, the witnessing that went on and on, and the prayer that went on even longer, people kept getting up and leaving.  The youth asked the group leader if they could leave.  It was hot in the small, un-air conditioned sanctuary where they sat on hard wooden pews.  

Finally, when the service ended, they pulled back the curtain that separated the Sunday School space from the sanctuary, and they saw a feast.  These folks, who didn’t know week to week if they would have enough money to buy enough food to feed their family had been leaving worship to go to the store to buy food, and then prepare it in their homes and bring it back for these special guests.  “They voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints.”

I don’t think Paul is trying to guilt the Corinthians into giving more to the collection for the church in Jerusalem which is suffering a famine.  I don’t think he just wants to see the statistics go up at this church.  I think he wanted the church in Corinth to know the joy of giving!

The church in Macedonia was struggling greatly, yet despite their own troubles, they gave generously to the church in Jerusalem.  They weren’t neighbors.  They wouldn’t ever meet the people they helped.  They had different cultural backgrounds – the church in Macedonia was made up of mostly gentiles, and the church in Jerusalem was mostly Jews.  And so what motivated them to give – not grudgingly, but within their means, and beyond their means?  They gave themselves to the Lord, and out of that commitment they gave with extravagant generosity!”
What Paul knows and what we see in this passage is that the ability to give generously isn’t primarily about the employment rate of a community, how much money one makes or one’s investment portfolio.  Generosity is not primarily an economic issue.  It’s a spiritual one.  Our ability to give generously isn’t dependent on what’s in our check book, but about what’s in our hearts.

Five times in this passage Paul uses the Greek word charis.  In other places it mean “the inauguration of God’s redemptive and liberating power that claims a sinner for God.”  Romans 5:2 uses this meaning when Paul writes, “We have access by faith into this grace [charis] in which we stand through him, and we boast in the hope of God’s glory.”  When Paul writes of the Macedonians he says:  “We want you know, brothers and sisters, about the grace [charis] of God that has been granted to the churches in Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part…begging us earnestly for the privilege [charis] of sharing in this ministry to the saints…. so that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a beginning, so he should also complete this generous undertaking [charis] among you.  Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so we want you to exceed in this generous undertaking [charis].  I do not say this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of your love against the earnestness of others.  For you know the generous act [charis] of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.”

Paul wants the church at Corinth to give, in part to help the church in Jerusalem, but also to help the church in growing spiritually.  Their ability to give is intrinsically connected to their experience of the charis – the grace – the generous outpouring of God’s self.  
Paul doesn’t just want the people in Corinth to give, but to want to give -- that their “eagerness to give may be matched by completing it.”  I love that!  Paul doesn’t want the finance chair at Corinth to stand up in the pulpit and say, “Well, we have another letter from Paul.  He’s going to be sending some people round to shake us down for some more cash.  You better step up or we won’t be able to pay heat bill.” Instead Paul is saying to them and to us, “Don’t just give, be eager to give.  That eagerness puts your money and God’s ministry in the right relationship with each other.” 

Paul goes onto say, “for if the eagerness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has—not according to what one does not have.”  We give according to our means.  We are each asked to be generous in our giving, but generosity is not a fixed target.  The Bible suggests thinking of giving as a percentage of income, rather than a fixed amount.  The traditional teaching is called the tithe – that we give 10% of our income to God’s work in the world.  For some of us 10% is too little, and for others 10% is too much.  I think 10% is a good place to begin because it is significant – it shapes our other spending decisions, but is still attainable for most of us.  

Even if 10% isn’t something you are able to do at this point, I encourage you to think of your giving as a percentage of your income.  That way you have an actual benchmark for giving as your income and expenses fluctuate.    
Corey and I tithe – we give at least 10% of our income to God’s work in the world.  We give 10% of my salary (gross) to Northbrook United Methodist Church.  We divide 10% of Corey’s salary to the church he serves and a few other organizations we care about – our alma maters, NPR, International Child Care, which does community health development in the Dominican Republic and Faraja, a school for disabled children in Tanzania.   Tithing pushes us to take our giving seriously.  We are not super wealthy people, but for us our tithe is a significant amount of money.  I’m a balance the checkbook nerd.  I keep our books on Quicken, and periodically throughout the year I look at where our money is going.  Frankly, we fritter away a lot of our money – Starbucks, eating out, stuff we think we need but we really don’t.  We don’t have a lot to show for most of what we spend.  But our giving – that’s something we feel good about.  We know that there we are using our finances wisely.  It’s not being wasted.  Pledging, making a commitment, lets our giving be as intentional as our pension contributions and saving for vacation.

Paul knows that growing in generosity will reorient the lives of the people of Corinth so that they can stop arguing about the small stuff and start focusing on their mission and ministry.  Paul knows that it’s hard to experience God’s outpouring of love when our own fists are clenched.  He knows that it’s hard to open our hearts, when we haven’t also decided to open our wallets.  Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to “love the Lord your God with all you heart, mind, strength and soul” and to the second is like it, “to love your neighbor has yourself.”  It’s hard to keep that commandment if we are holding back.  
When I read about people of faith in Macedonia and hear about the generosity of people in China and South Dakota, I realize how much I have to learn about generosity.  I don’t say that to lay a guilt trip on anybody.  This is a journey for all of us.  If you haven’t given anything to the church ever – then I encourage you this year to make a one time gift.  If you give but you have never made a commitment to give through the pledge, then next Sunday when we fill out the pledge cards in worship, I encourage you to fill one out.  It doesn’t have to be huge – but start.  And if you do pledge, and you are moving from feeling obligated to give to being eager to give, then increase your pledge just a bit.  Look at where you are in the percentage of giving and increase it by a point or two.  
We get to choose which church we want to be – Macedonia or Corinth.  What will it be?
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