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Good News
The Fifth Practice of a Fruitful Congregation: Extravagant Generosity 
____________________________
Let’s get to the heart of the matter.  Today we are talking about giving – more than that, deeper than that.  Today we are talking about a giving spirit – generosity.  Here is the heart of the matter – we receive much love from God, and so, we have much love to give.  Our generosity toward others starts with God’s generous love toward us.

This morning we ask, what is extravagant generosity?  The fifth practice of a fruitful congregation.  I know, sooner or later this morning we will talk about money.  We live in a material world and one important way we express our generosity is through the dollar, because the dollar enables us to give and to do in practical, tangible ways.  And if we are going to talk about money, we will need to acknowledge what we already know – the expectation is that we give proportionally – that’s the 21st century way of talking about the tithe.  
God set up a standard for giving from the very beginning – 10 percent – and not just ten percent of what we receive – the first ten percent.  This is a proportion God says is a good start.  We give in proportion to what we get.  And so we never compare what we give with what our neighbor gives.  Instead, each of us stands before the generous, gracious God and responds on our own to this challenge – do I give in proportion to what I receive from God?

Do we give in proportion to what we receive from God?  Do you mean money?  Sort of.  We do need to talk about money.  I read Scripture and I can’t help but conclude that God expects ten percent to be a minimum.  Linda and I made a commitment five years ago when I went into full-time ministry that we would give away at least ten percent of our earned income.  It turns out we have been giving ten percent to the church, and a bunch more everywhere else – to Russian orphans, Habitat for Humanity, the fire department, you name it.  Over the past four years we have given away an average of just under 13 percent of our earned income and yet, this is amazing, we have been very stable financially over those years, remaining totally debt-free while even building up a little savings.  We have been blessed by God in every way.       
God’s loves proportional giving because God knows exactly how much we receive and how much we need to keep – dollars and otherwise.  So we are back to the bigger, more important question.  Do we give in proportion to what we receive from God?

Careful – what, exactly, do we receive from God?  And how do we measure what we get from God?  You might be muttering – hey, that’s not fair.  We can’t use God as the standard.  That’s God!  The awesome, powerful, totally loving creator of the universe who gives us all good things, who gives us life, who gives us salvation for all eternity.  This is the God who’s grace is more than sufficient – but abundant, overflowing.  Is it fair to compare our generosity with God’s generosity?  Well, this is exactly what the Apostle Paul does – and this is exactly what proportional giving is all about.  Paul was a scrappy, practical fellow.  Sure he was a decent theologian, and good writer, but he was also an excellent fundraiser.  He knew what we know, that we live in a material world.  In particular, in his day one of his sister churches was really struggling because of political oppression.  
The Christians in Jerusalem were under a kind of siege – they needed help.  Because of religious persecution going on in Jerusalem, the Christians were losing their jobs and their land.  So Paul agreed to encourage all of the churches in Asia Minor which were under his care – like those Christians in Corinth – to give.  And to give generously.  Paul makes the same argument we are making today.  Look at how much God has given you.  Look at the overflowing, extravagant grace we enjoy from God.  We are called in turn to give that much – in proportion to God’s love for us.  
Paul writes to the Corinthian Church – “God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.  You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God.  This service that you perform is not only supplying the needs of God's people but is also overflowing in many expressions of thanks to God.”
Do you ever wonder what motivated that woman in the Temple the day Jesus and the disciples were sitting there?  They looked up and saw lots of people putting their gifts into the container.  But this one woman – a widow Luke tells us, a poor widow – which is redundant because in that day a widow was more than likely very poor – this widow gives two small copper coins – like our pennies today.  And Jesus notices her generosity above the giving of those rich people all around her – which was proportionally less than what the woman gave.  She gave more, Jesus said, because she gave all she had to live on.  Extravagant generosity – in proportion to God’s extravagant love and grace for us.
And we are blessed here.  We must know that God loves us very much, because Brosville is a very generous congregation.  The first week of our conversation we talked about how much you give in ministry to the poor – 10 percent of our weekly offerings are set aside for ministry to the poor, for mission.  That’s extravagant.  
And every year we have been increasing our giving.  Did you know that?  We give more every year.  There is a growing, persistent effort here to continue in our generosity.  The Virginia conference has challenged us to set a goal of increasing our giving by 10 percent every year.  Well, I went back and looked at our numbers.  From 2005 to 2006, we increased our total giving by 6.5 percent.  From 2006 to 2007, we increased our total giving by 7.7 percent.  Look at this.  From 2007 to 2008, we increased our total giving by 15.4 percent.  And that with no real increase in our average Sunday attendance.  It means we are giving more.  Extravagance!  I think it’s because we are also discovering just how much God gives to us.         

Extravagant generosity – in proportion to God’s extravagant love and grace for us.  We are beginning to see how much God loves us!  Which is always a good place to start.  It’s always about grace – grace first, grace always.  God’s love for us is freely poured out onto our lives in so many ways – if we notice it, if we pause to reflect and receive it.  And when we do, when we do notice the wideness of God’s grace in our lives, we change.  We change the way we think about our possessions, our income, and how we think about others.  It even changes the way we think about family.

Bishop Robert Schnase tells the story of a grandfather who storms into his pastor’s office and announces, I am going to change my will and give some of what I have to the church when I die.  The pastor was a bit confused and asked what was going on.  A few days ago, the older man explained, I stood with my family to watch my new granddaughter be baptized, along with the child from that other family – the new family that just moved here.  It was a wonderful experience for me, he said.  I’ve been a member here for decades, I was baptized here 64 years ago.  My family and I have been active here for a long time, so it was a wonderful pleasure to watch my granddaughter be baptized here.  After the service while we were greeting everyone, he continued, the mother of the other child needed to pack up her things.  We were all standing there, and so she asked if I would hold her baby.  I did, gladly.  But while I was standing there holding this other family’s baby, several people from the congregation came up and congratulated me about the baptism, pointing to the baby I was holding.  I heard myself saying, over and over, this isn’t my grandbaby, this isn’t mine, this one belongs to the other family.  Well, God must have begun speaking to my heart, because for days after that I became increasingly uncomfortable with guilt feelings about what I was thinking and saying.  That baby I was holding – that other family’s baby – was indeed my baby, part of my church family.  
For years, I have been very generous with my money for my own family.  But I came to realize this week that my family is so much bigger, because God’s family is so much bigger.  God’s love is so much bigger.  My family extends to include the entire congregation, because God’s love extends to include the entire congregation.  When I was baptized long ago the entire congregation made a vow to help raise me up in the church.  The other day I made that same vow for both babies, not just my for own granddaughter.  And that vow has got to include my giving.  And so I want to leave a portion of what I have for the church – to help my extended family, God’s family.  
Our extravagant generosity for others emerges when we begin to experience God’s extravagant love for us – because God’s extravagant love changes us.  And so the best way to encourage you give is to help you remember and enjoy all that God has already given to us.  To remember and enjoy the depth and wideness of God’s love for you.  
God’s love is extravagant.  Does this mean we are to become reckless or wasteful in our giving – just to show we are giving more?  No.  John Wesley – another scrappy, practical guy -- often counseled his church members in three ways.  He, too, knew we live in a material world.  When it comes to handling money, Christians should, Wesley said, earn all you can, save all you can, and then give all you can.  This is good advice.  Earn all you can, save all you can, and give all you can.  Wesley encouraged all his parishioners to be hard-working folk, to earn a good wage by working hard.  He encouraged education to improve a person’s earning potential.  Then he advised them to save all they can.  He was not telling them to hoard their money.  When Wesley encouraged his parishioners to save all they could he was telling them to be frugal, not to be wasteful.  To live simple lives without wasteful, self-indulgent spending – and in this way, save more.  And then what?  The third step in Wesley’s money management training guidebook:  Earn all you can, save all you can, and then -- give all you can.  Wesley, like Paul, knew about extravagant giving.  Give all you can – match the generosity of God with your generosity.   Live out the evidence of God’s generous love in your lives by generously loving others – and often the most practical way to love another person – especially one with material needs – is to give materially.  
But not always.  It’s not always about our money.   Extravagant generosity might mean giving generously and extravagantly with your time, or with your forgiveness.  But again, our generosity is to be measured against God’s generosity – whether we are talking about dollars or time or forgiveness.  We give because God gives.  We love because God loves.  We are instruments of overflowing grace because we have receive so much of God’s overflowing grace.              
What is the heart of the matter?  It all starts with God’s love for us.  It all starts with God’s grace poured out for us.  God has already given us the first fruits of his very being.  Let us receive and enjoy God’s fruit – perfect love and forgiveness through Christ -- but also, the material bounty and blessing we enjoy today – all of our material wealth – large or small – is a gift from God.  God has blessed us.  And so, in proportion, we are expected to be fruitful.

We’ve been challenged this month about what it means to be a fruitful congregation.  And we have learned how blessed we are.  Brosville United Methodist Church is well on its way to being a fruitful congregation in these five ways – by doing risk-taking mission and service, by showing radical hospitality, by doing passionate worship, by being intentional about our faith development, and by our extravagant generosity.

May God continue to bless us – abundantly – with more love, more grace – more for us to share – more for us to give, extravagantly – because we know that God’s love for us is extravagant.

The Lord be with you.      
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