“GENEROSITY CHANGES US”

II Corinthians 9:6-15

When I was home on the farm, this was the time of year (especially over the past few weeks) to be planting winter wheat. I can remember my father loading a truck with fertilizer to pour into the ground to accompany the seed wheat. I always wondered why he spent so much money on fertilizing the seed wheat until the next summer when we harvested a good crop of wheat! He often told me of a neighbor farmer who didn’t believe in spending money on much fertilizer and who would skimp on nourishing his soil when he planted grain, and then experienced a poor harvest the next summer. I also often wondered why this neighbor planted so much buckwheat and my father never did, but, instead, would plant soybeans and sometimes even plow them under instead of harvesting them. My father would explain that buckwheat would pull nutrients out of the soil while soybeans would enrich the soil with nutrients. That was my first lesson about soil enrichment and a companion to our Scripture today, which says: “the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.” (II Corinthians 9:6) 

  Pastors Mira and Tom have led us through a consideration of how to discover joy in our lives through simplicity and generosity over the past two weeks, using a text entitled “Enough,” by Adam Hamilton. I shall build upon their presentations using the same text, emphasizing how “generosity changes us.”

The Book of Proverbs in the Old Testament tells us wisely, “Some give freely, yet grow all the richer; others withhold what is due, and only suffer want. A generous person will be enriched, and one who gives water will get water.” (Proverbs 11:24-25) Have you ever wondered why some persons who have very little in this life, because they give away freely their love, their lives, and their resources, are so happy, while those who keep their love, their lives, and their resources to themselves are so unhappy? Could it be because they have not understood the law of generosity, which states in our Scripture today, that: “God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.” (II Corinthians 9:8) It sounds simple, doesn’t it? The more we give away the more we have to share! It was Winston Churchill, the great British statesman, who said: “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.”

When God created humankind, God designed us to be generous. He created everything that we needed for ourselves to live, and plenty more so that we could share with others who might not have what we have. How many of us here lack enough food, clothing or shelter? While how many out in our world go to bed hungry many nights, lack appropriate warm clothing to face winter, or do not have places to sleep tonight? Is there any wonder that God expects us to be generous with our filled stomachs, filled closets, and filled homes?

Being human, one of our fears concerning generosity, may be, that, if we give there may not be enough left over for ourselves. What if we don’t have enough to fill the gas tank or buy groceries or pay the bills? When we feel insecure about the source of our security, which is in God, it keeps us from being generous, and leads us to hoard what we have. My wife, Eleanor, tells me of a neighbor, during World War II, who had an attic full of paper products, soap powder and sugar, fearful that she would not have enough. But hoarding offers us no real security in this world either. Adam Hamilton tells of a man who gave millions to establish a university in Texas. Several years later he lost nearly everything he had. Someone asked him if he regretted giving all he had given to the university. His response was: “Regret it?” “Certainly not, that school is the only lasting thing I’ve done with my money. Had I not given for the school, I would have lost that money too, and there would be nothing to show for it!” What might we have lost in our past lives because we have tried to hoard it for ourselves? We were created to give.

A second fear concerning generosity may be, that, if we give we won’t have enough money to buy the stuff we need to make us happy. Pastors Mira and Tom have already addressed the fallacies of self-gratification, showing us that there comes a point when an increasing amount of stuff only produces a diminishing return of happiness and satisfaction. It is only when we give our lives to Christ, invite him to be the Lord of our lives, and allow the Holy Spirit to begin changing us from the inside out, that we can find our fears begin to dissipate and our aims in life shift from seeking personal pleasure to pleasing God and caring for others. So, giving is not a financial; it is a spiritual matter!

Our realization in life must become: “Life is a gift, and everything belongs to God.” Even our capacity to acquire wealth is a gift from God. We didn’t bring any of it with us when we came into this world, and we won’t take any of it with us when we leave. After God created us, God gave us the planet, and said: (a paraphrase of Genesis 1:28): “Now be fruitful and multiply and oversee this planet. It’s mine, and I’m asking you to take care of it on my behalf.” You see, we are stewards, or care takers, of the blessings of God, and our goal is to determine what God wants us to do with the resources we have at our disposal.

In a sense, we all have ten apples. (Move to table): Once upon a time, there was a man who had nothing…and God gave him ten apples. He gave him the first apple so that he might have something to give back to God to show his gratitude for the other nine. He gave him three apples to eat; three more apples to trade for a shelter from the sun and rain; three other apples to trade for clothing. The man ate three apples (put in bag); traded three for a shelter from the sun and rain (put in bag); traded three for clothing  (put in bag); then he looked at the first apple he had received (pick up). He knew that God had given him the first apple so that he might return it to God out of gratitude for the other nine given him. But the apple looked bigger and juicier than the rest. And he reasoned that God had all the other apples in the world…so the man ate the first apple also…(put in bag) and gave back to God…the core (lay on table)!

God has given us enough apples to supply our needs. And as you leave today, you will find a supply of apples at the exits. Please take one to remind you of all that God has given you, and come prepared next week to give at least your first apple, of many given you, back to God; and leave the core at home!

Generosity changes us, filling us with joy and filling our lives with blessings. When we are generous with what we have, we find the unexpected blessings flow back into our lives. For, as our Scripture says: “God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.” (II Corinthians 9:8)

Just like a farmer investing in his land by providing adequate fertilizer to accompany the planted seed grain, so we have the opportunity to give generously through Christ’s Body, The Church.

Jesus says in the Gospel of Luke: “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.” (Luke 6:38) We do not give to God so that we can get something in return. But when we give to God and to others, the blessings seem to come back to us. Let us take God at his Word. As we choose to live for others and to give generously of what God has first given us, through His Body, The Church, we will both bless others and experience the abundant blessings that come from living for God.     AMEN
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