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THE TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Discover the Joy of Giving
Exodus 35:4-10, 21-29; 36:3b-7; I Corinthians 8:1-7

We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace
of God that has been granted to the churches of 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.  For, as I can testify, 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—and this,
not merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord
and, by the will of God, to us, so that we might urge Titus that, as
he had already made a beginning, so he should also complete
this generous undertaking 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 excel also
in this generous undertaking. II Corinthians 8:1-7

It is possible that the book of II Corinthians is actually a compilation of
two or more letters that Paul wrote to the church at Corinth while he was living
in Ephesus.  Suppose for a moment that the passage we just read had been
part of a separate letter Paul sent to the Corinthian Christians.  How would
they have reacted when they received it?  When they saw the return address
in Ephesus with Paul’s name above it, would they have rolled their eyes and
said, “Well, here’s another one from Paul!”?  Without even opening it, would
they have tossed it in the recycling bin along with all those other appeals from
the Heart Association, the Red Cross, United Way, public television, the
Foundation for the Blind, and half a dozen other foundations, ministries, and
charities?  It was not the first time the subject of contributing to a fund for the
poor in Jerusalem had come up, and they knew it would not be the last time.
Thank goodness they did not have phones and robocalls had not yet been
invented!

This part of Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth is indeed a fundraising
appeal.  The truth is the Corinthians were working on getting some money
together for the fund to help the poor in Jerusalem.  Titus had initiated the
appeal over a year before and they had been talking about it and considering
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what they might do.  I can’t help but wonder, however, as someone began
reading this letter aloud to the congregation if some of them did not roll their
eyes while others grabbed their wallets or sat on their checkbooks.  I suspect
that fundraising in the first century Roman Empire was no different than it is
in twenty-first century America.

The Corinthians were working on it, but it was a struggle because there
were complications.  After all, the collection was to be given to the Jerusalem
church to assist the poor among them.  It would be nice to help the mother
church, but those folks were Jews, not Gentiles, and they did not always look
kindly on people like the Corinthians.  Because they did not follow Jewish
customs, not all of the Jerusalem Christians considered them true believers.
In fact, some of those Jerusalem folks had made it clear that they would not
even sit down to a meal with the Corinthians because they were considered
“unclean.”  Why should the Corinthians help people they did not know and
who certainly did not like them?

These were good and understandable arguments, but they were no
match for Paul.  He did not try to defend the Jerusalem Christians or berate
the Corinthians.  Instead, he wrote about the Macedonians.  The Macedonian
believers, in contrast to the cosmopolitan Corinthians, had many struggles.
They were much poorer.  They had experienced many trials and tribulations.
Yet, when they heard that a collection was being gathered for the Christians
in Jerusalem, they begged to join in.  They begged!  They asked Paul to let
them help out their brothers and sisters in need.  And they did so with an
enthusiastic and generous spirit, giving abundantly in contrast to their own
poverty.  “How about you Corinthians?” Paul asked.  “You folks are well off
and have not had nearly the problems of the Macedonians.  Can you
remember what it feels like to enjoy giving to something worthwhile?  Why
don’t you capture the spirit of the Macedonians and give generously and
joyfully?”

Ferrol Sams is a self-described country doctor living in the greater
metropolitan Atlanta area.  He is also a renowned writer, telling stories of
growing up in the rural South that are from another era and a way of life that
is fast slipping away.  Sams describes a holiday tradition his family has
enjoyed for years.  On Christmas morning, he writes, everyone in the family
gets up early and rushes into the other bedrooms in order to be the first one
to yell "Christmas gift!" to someone else.  He fondly recounts how the old
ancestral home would ring out with shouts of "Christmas gift!  Christmas gift!



1Ferrol Sams, Christmas Gift (Atlanta: Longstreet Press, 1989).
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Christmas gift!" on those never-to-be-forgotten Christmases in years past and
present.1

Ferrol Sams and his family stumbled upon a truth that is as old as
Christmas itself and as fresh as the aroma of a newly cut fir tree.  They
discovered that there is an unconventional element of surprise in Christmas
no matter how many Christmases you have enjoyed.  They also discovered
what the believers in Macedonia understood which is that the essence of the
Christian faith has to do with "gift" and the pure joy and enthusiasm of giving.
Every year they experience the joy and excitement that come with sharing the
good news that Christ is born.  Each generation has  learned that there is
much joy to be found in the simple act of giving.

Do you remember how you felt as a child when you made something
yourself and gave it to one of your parents?  You were thrilled and so excited
to see your mother or father’s reaction to the gift.

A couple of weeks ago, one of our preschool children came to me
following worship and offered me a white paper bag beautifully decorated with
crayon.  Inside were four or five handmade and decorated bookmarks with a
note that these treasures were from the Extended Session Children.

I was thrilled, but I don’t think my excitement came close to matching
the happiness that little girl displayed as she handed me her gift.  She was
clearly delighted to give me something special that had come directly from her
and her friends.  At that moment she was the personification of the joy of
giving.

Last evening I stood here on our chancel with a young couple who were
pledging themselves to one another for life.  Each one, in turn, took a ring
from my hand and placed it on the hand of their partner for life.  The joy of
that gift was palpable because it was offered from the depths of love.

As you know, I think the first eleven chapters of Genesis are some of
the finest literature ever written.  The creation stories, in particular, are gold
mines of insight which a person could work for a lifetime and never go
wanting.  As I thought about this theme of “the joy of giving,” I thought of the
way God is described as the Creator.  God creates light and day and stars in
the heavens.  God makes fish and birds and animals.  God piles up rock to
make a mountain and scoops out sand to make an ocean.  Every time God
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creates something new, he sits back and admires his handiwork.  I imagine
God working in this earthly garden, somewhat like a child in a sandbox.
When each new element of creation is complete, God sits back, admires his
work, and laughs, clapping with delight and saying, “Good!  Good!”  It is not
the self-satisfaction of a job well done; rather, it is the delight of making a gift
for you and me and the rest of the earth to enjoy.

Creation is God’s first example of joyous giving.  There are many, many
other examples in scripture, but my favorite is what happens when Jesus is
born.  God is so thrilled to become one with us in human flesh that God sends
messengers, angels, to share the good news: “Behold, I bring you good
tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people,” they sing.  “For unto you is
born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord” (Luke
2:10-11).  “Joy to the world,” we sing in response because we are happy over
the gift that has come to all people.

We see it all the time, this joy of giving.   The problem is that we do not
always recognize it.  A month or so ago, I attended a luncheon for Friends of
United Community Ministries.  A former resident of the shelter spoke and
described how hard his life had been with poverty, addiction, and one failure
after another.  Eventually, through the shelter programs, this man was able
to learn a skill.  He worked his way through his problems, he found a good,
steady job, and he moved into his own little house just a mile or two from
here.  Today he looks for every opportunity to give back to the shelter and its
residents.  His joy in life is helping other people out of their difficult situations
into a brighter, more hopeful place.  As this man told his story and spoke of
the happiness he experiences by giving back to the group which helped save
his life, I could not help but share in his joy because of the financial and
volunteer support we offer to United Community Ministries.

Like the Corinthian Christians, we sometimes feel bombarded with
requests for money.  Granted, we cannot respond to every appeal, but we
ought to respond to those opportunities where our commitments lie.  I suspect
that the Macedonians asked to help out with the Jerusalem offering because
they understood firsthand what poverty is like and knew that even the smallest
gift means hope for someone in crisis.  It is much the same response that we
in this community have to other areas that are devastated by hurricanes and
floods.  We know what it means to have someone else help us so we joyfully
extend aid to others.
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The Corinthians were not bad people.  It was not that they did not care.
Instead they lacked something that the Macedonians had discovered in
abundance: the joy of giving.  While the Corinthians were discussing,
debating, analyzing, and organizing the Macedonians were passing the plate.
While the Corinthians were figuring out if they could afford to send money to
Jerusalem, the Macedonians sent word that the check was in the mail.  Their
own gratitude for what God in Christ had done for them erupted in a joyous
opportunity to do something for someone else.

We have that same opportunity day by day and week by week as we
acknowledge all that God has done for us and share our joy with one another
and the world.  I will admit that no one gets excited about paying light bills or
van maintenance or paper costs.  Yet it is the electricity which illuminates our
classrooms as our children explore scripture and learn about Jesus Christ.
It is our van which safely takes our young people into the community so that
they understand how Christ calls us to minister in his name.  It is the paper
which communicates our news during the week and outlines our worship on
Sunday mornings so that we participate in demonstrating our gratitude to
God.

It is expensive to maintain these buildings, but to do so allows young
people who have had trouble in school to get a second chance through the
Teen Court programs that meet here each week.  We now allow a local Girl
Scout troop to meet here so that young girls learn important skills for life.
Talented people of all ages learn to play the violin in our Education Building
while preschoolers discover the wonders of life and learning Monday through
Friday as they have for years.  We bring the Gospel to life every day in a
myriad of ways through the offerings that you generously provide.  Isn’t that
wonderful?  Does it not make you happy to know all of the good that we are
doing through this congregation? Does it not fill you with joy to know that God
takes whatever we do and blesses it many times over?

I have always been astounded by the story in the Book of Exodus which
describes the Hebrews’ response to Moses’ request for materials to furnish
the Tabernacle which represented God’s presence in their midst.  He asked
for precious metals, fine cloth, and excellent wood.  He requested leather,
yarn, spices, and oil.  He asked for craftsmen and seamstresses, anyone who
had something to offer was invited to bring it.  And they came . . . and they
came . . . and they came.  The people, grateful for God’s deliverance from
Egypt and excited about the creation of the Tabernacle, brought the best of
what they had to offer.  In fact, their enthusiasm was so great that Moses had
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to ask them to stop making contributions.  The workers were overwhelmed
with all of the materials brought to them that they had to ask the people to
stop.  Can you imagine my standing here one Sunday morning and asking
you to please stop giving your offerings because we have more than enough
money for our ministries? I didn’t think so!

That is the joy of giving, responding to a need out of gratitude and
excitement.  That is God’s attitude toward us and should be our attitude
toward God.  As we think about the ministry of this congregation and our
calling to respond, let us be more Macedonian in our response than
Corinthian.  Let us give joyfully so that God can bless.  Let us rush to be the
first to joyously shout the Good News in word and in deed: Christmas gift!
Christmas gift! Christmas gift!–because our calling is to share Christ with the
world!  Thanks be to God!



November 11, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of all creation, you have given us a world of awe and wonder, filled
with good gifts to sustain our lives, to enrich our minds, to delight our senses,
to nurture our souls.  Were we to try to number your blessings to us, we would
become overwhelmed by the magnitude of your generosity.  We are humbled,
O God, that you would not only give us the gift of life and all that we need for
survival but would also fill our lives with meaningful work and relationships,
with inspiring expressions of beauty, with opportunities for laughter and play,
with material possessions which make life more comfortable.  On this day, we
give thanks for all those who have served our country well and for the gifts of
liberty that we and so many others enjoy because of their sacrifices.  For
these and all the good gifts which come from your loving hand, Generous
God, we offer our thanks and praise.

Yet we acknowledge that too often we have misused all that you have
given to us.  We have trusted in those things that are fleeting or trivial instead
of placing our trust in you.  We have delighted in the accolades that the world
offers instead of seeking to please you.  We have worried over things we
could not control instead of looking to you for strength.  We have believed the
lies about money and fame, power and pleasure, that are so pervasive in our
culture instead of recognizing the truth of your promises.  Forgive us, O Lord,
that in our hands, your gifts have become tarnished and broken.  Redeem
them for us, we pray, and restore us to a right relationship with you.

And help us, Merciful God, to remember that in all circumstances we are
called to be good stewards of your gifts and to share them with others.
Where there is pain, enable us to become agents of healing.  Where there is
violence, empower us to be peacemakers.  Where there is need, teach us to
demonstrate compassion and generosity.  Where there is despair, help us to
extend hope.  Grant to us the wisdom and grace to live faithfully these lives
of discipleship to which you have called us.  In the strong name of Jesus the
Christ we pray.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


