Luke 12:13-21 and Philippians 2:1-11
Why is generosity so special?  We’ve been humans for thousands of years – you’d think we would have gotten the point by now – that the best way to live is to be generous toward our neighbors.  But, despite all the evidence that the world would be safer, our relationships would be healthier, and basically, we’d feel better – we stumble through the year 2007 after all of our so-called human development – and still – the notion of generosity – the simple action of generously giving to others out of our abundance – well – sadly, it’s still special.  Meaning, it doesn’t happen very often, and so when it does happen, we consider it special.  When someone steps out and makes a large, generous contribution of time or money or love – we give it headline news status, or we make a movie.  You may recall the intriguing movie Pay It Forward.  The result of a seventh grade social studies project in which the teacher challenged his students to develop a plan that would change the world.  Not only did our main character Trevor McKinney develop the idea, he started actually doing it.  It was a simple plan about generosity.  One rule.  If someone does something generous for you, you are required to do something generous for three other people – and so, you pay it forward.  Sociologists call it serial reciprocity.  The plan indeed changed the world – at least for a few hundred people.  Not bad for a seventh grader.  

But wait – why does this story capture my attention?  Why am I so enamoured by this story of generosity?  Have we humans developed in so many other ways – technologically, financially, genetically, even in our health care -- but have we not also gained a greater ability to give?  Why is generosity still so special – even to us in the Church?  Why, even for us who claim to be enlightened by God’s grace, why is it more natural to take rather than give, to hoard rather than share – whether attention from others, power, time, land, or money?  Why is hoarding so common, while generosity so uncommon?   

Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself.  Let’s back up and start with what we know.  As Christians we tend to believe that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s anointed one – the Messiah come to save us.  And we believe that the mechanism for that salvation was his sacrifice on the cross.  We believe out of our faith.  But more than salvation – as if all we got was a ticket to heaven – more than that – a more patient reading of Scripture tells us in no uncertain terms that the sacrificial death of Jesus also established for the Church -- a way.  A way to life.  A way to live.  A plan for living day by day.  Sometimes we call it the way of the cross.  Not only did Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross provide for our redemption – he gave us a template for superior human development.  As if Jesus said -- live this way and you will find the better way.  Give this way and you will change the world.   

But it’s hard.  It’s hard to give so much.  It’s hard to give radically.  Ever wonder why?  After all these centuries of amazing advances in just about every other area of human development – why is it still so difficult for us to be generous?

Well, Jesus gives us a clue in the gospels, along with a little theological underpinning from Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  Simply put, we discover that we are less able give away whatever it is we grasp too tightly.  Whatever we cling to tightly, we do not let go.  
When it comes to generosity, we sadly remain a bit primitive, like a monkey.  I have never hunted monkeys in Africa, but the story goes something like this.  Zookeepers in America enjoy monkeys, and so there is quite a demand for monkeys captured from the wild – but captured safely.  So, one smart monkey hunter capitalized on a monkey’s desperate, tenacious greed – don’t miss the human irony – and so he placed a series of large, heavy bottles, with long narrow necks onto the jungle floor.  Into each bottle he poured a pile of sweet-smelling nuts. The captors returned the next morning to find a monkey trapped next to each bottle.  How did this work?   

The monkey, attracted by the sweet smell of the nuts, comes to check it out.  He reaches in, grabs for the nuts, making a fist to hold the nuts, and is trapped.  The monkey can’t take its hand out of the bottle as long it is holding the nuts -- but this lesser developed creature is unwilling to open its hand to let them go.  The bottle is too heavy to carry away, so the monkey is trapped.  Remember, this is a story about monkeys…I think.

A man walks up to Jesus, and with a bit of a whiny tone, complains – “Jesus, make my brother share with me.  Make him give me some.”  But the brother, who was clinging desperately, and this one who desperately wanted some for himself, they heard Jesus say what?  “Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions."  
At first blush, Jesus offers a rather simple, humanitarian philosophy – we teach our children not to be greedy – to share – and this is good – who would argue?  But is that all Jesus is saying here?  Let’s look again at the context of this story, and the life of the teacher.  Jesus says -- your worth does not consist in the abundance of your possessions.  But we also remember -- this is the same Jesus, who days before as Luke records it -- began a sacrificial journey.  
Luke 9:51 says – “As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus resolutely set his face toward Jerusalem.”  Where what happens?  Where what example is set for us?  Along the way toward Jerusalem where he will die, Jesus encounters these two greedy brothers.  Something tells me that Jesus’ lesson was a bit more than simply, we must share with one another if we have extra.  Something tells me that Jesus meant more – because he did more – he showed more – I think Jesus calls you and I to give radically precisely because he gave radically, and because it’s better – it’s the only way to life.  And for us in the Church – it ought not to be special.
In fact, Paul in his Philippian letter makes it clear – that our attitude – our mindset -- should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  This Jesus, because he was secure in who he was, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped – like a monkey would – he did not cling to the safe, familiar, self-centered way -- but freely made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant.  And becoming one of us, he humbled himself and became obedient to death -- even death on a cross!  

That’s radical.  That is radical giving, and that is our example.  But we cannot give radically if we are gripping so tightly to whatever we are to give away.  What in your life are you so desperately clinging to that you cannot give it away – and why?  Is it your time?  Is it love?  Is it money?  Is it recognition and attention from others?  And why are you so afraid to let it go?
Henri Nouwen tells a story of an older woman who had been living on the streets of a northeast city for some years.  After being discovered one cold winter evening, and despite her desperate condition -- she resisted attempts to help her.  The social workers literally had to carry her into the emergency room, strapped to a table.  There was a good chance she was suffering from frostbite, or hypothermia, along with the expected consequences of years of poor nutrition.  Her eyes were wild with fear, her body rigid, her arms tightly wrapped around her torso to fend off whatever might harm her, again, to resist any attempts to have anything taken from her.    
The nurses slowly began to peel away her layers of old, tattered coats.  The woman resisted every effort, struggling to keep every piece of rotted cloth she owned.  Finally they had removed all but her final layer of clothes.  Her odor was striking, but it was the sharp expression of terror that made the gravest impression on the workers.  
When they tried to remove her gloves, they noticed that the woman’s right hand was clenched tightly into a fist, and she would not open her hand.  So, the workers began to pry open her fingers one by one.  With each newly opened finger the woman uttered a low, gutteral moan, perhaps of anger, or pain, or fear, or all of these – as if she was about to lose her very soul.  They continued to pry her fingers apart, one by one, until finally, with considerable effort they finally opened her hand, to discover there a single, old, sweaty penny.

So desperately she held that penny, knowing for sure in her frightened, distorted mind that, if lost, this would somehow be her last penny.  To take that penny from this tired, frightened woman was to take her life, her being, her last possession – of no real value – but it was hers, and her last one – which she gripped with all her strength – to keep it – but, preventing her from receiving anything else. 

In a moment I will invite you to this rail where you will have the opportunity to receive the very real, living presence of Christ – this is a gift to you.  To share in the presence of the living Christ.   And so, consider how you might receive what God is offering.  Consider that you might come to this Table with your hands open, free, ready to receive – unless there is something already there that you cling to, that you are grasping, desperately -- for fear that if you let it go you will die.  Jesus invites you to come to this table to receive life, and the only way to receive all that God offers, the only way to enjoy the way of life is to let go of anything else you cling to, and receive the gift.  Jesus gave radically, so we might receive radically, and then give everything else away.
The Lord be with you.                
1. We know that Jesus gave up his life – the ultimate act of giving.

2. And we know that when we participate at the Table, we are sharing in that gift.

3. We also know from our Gospel lesson – and from Paul’s letter to the Philippians – that the Christian community is called to also to give – radically.  Sometimes we call it sacrificial giving.  This is hard.  While we are OK with doing our part -- giving our share – giving sacrificially makes us nervous.  

But here’s my question.  Why is it so hard to give radically, to give sacrificially, and what can we do about it?

First, monkey and the jar story

Desperate clinging to what we think we need – grasping – unlike Jesus in Philippians – for what we do not need. Consider what we cling to that we do not need.  What we cling to we can not give away.  old street woman story

Second, what do we do?  Take on the mind of Jesus.  But how?  Well, consider what you might be clinging desperately to.  Continue to participate in Jesus – like in a few moments here at the Table.  The only way to receive the gift of new life from God is to open up and let go – to free up your hands.

Let God’s grace re-mold you.

Remember, just as with Jesus – who did not consider being equal to God something to grasp for – let go and gave it all up – only to be lifted up in glory as Lord.  The only way to the resurrection is through the cross.

Are we talking about money?  Yes – Jesus’ story in Luke’s gospel is certainly about money.  Radical giving is about our money, yes.  But it is so much more – radical giving is about letting go of anything that is proportionally too important – our material wealth, our popularity, our looks, our clothing, our power, our education – anything in our lives to which we have given too much importance we will never give away. 
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