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Today is the last Sunday in a second set of series related to Putting God First. In most of 

January, we explored what it means to put God first with our time, and during February 

and today, we have explored putting God first with our finances. So far during this 

second portion, we have explored three key themes. 

 On our first Sunday, Neil talked about how God is the creator of everything, and 

that everything belongs to God. 

 On the second Sunday, I preached about giving as an act of worship.  

 Last Sunday, Cindy discussed what it means for us to be managers of the 

resources that God has entrusted us with.  

Today, in our final Sunday, we will discuss “generosity as a spiritual practice.” In many 

ways, 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 make up some of the richest and most comprehensive 

teachings in the Bible about generosity. Several years ago, in fact, we had several 

Sundays in which we focused on generosity, drawing from these texts alone. There are 

many angles we could go off on.  

The collection of money from the Gentile congregations for “the saints at Jerusalem” is 

not an incidental matter in the ministry of Paul. He talks about it in Galatians (2:10), in 

Romans (15:25-28), and in both letters to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 16:1-4), but these two 

chapters are the most expansive.  

In these chapters, Paul quite frankly uses some of the same the techniques of a modern 

development officer. In the first few verses of chapter 8, he tastefully makes a challenge 

to the Corinthians. He compares the Corinthian church to their brothers and sisters in 

Macedonia. The Macedonians, even while living in a “severe ordeal of affliction” and in 

“extreme poverty,” have given generously. Paul brags on the way that the Macedonians 

have given, even beyond their means, and Paul encourages the Corinthians to give in the 

way that their Macedonian sisters and brothers have done.  

Second, Paul the development officer connects the collection to a ministry. He describes 

how the Macedonians have given themselves first to the Lord, doing so by giving to the 

faithful poor living in Jerusalem.  

Finally, he names the gift of a generous Jesus, who though he was rich, chose to become 

poor. At the center of Paul’s appeal to complete this collection, says George Shillington, 

stands the grace of God in the gift of eternal life. The word charis, from which we get the 

word “charity,” shows up 10 times in these two chapters. It’s usually translated “grace,” 

but it can also mean gift, or generosity.  
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One of the key verses I’d like to explore this morning is verse 7 of chapter 8. Here Paul 

commends the Corinthians for their faith, for their speech, and for their knowledge. He 

commends them for their eagerness and for their love. In all of these gifts, Paul says, the 

Corinthians excel. But whereas the Corinthian church exceled in charismata, that is, 

spiritual gifts, Paul names that they haven’t translated these spiritual gifts into action. 

The spiritual gift in which they can stretch themselves, says Paul, is charis, charity, 

generosity. 

We have opportunity to take part in this spiritual gift each Sunday. We do it in the form 

of our weekly offering. As our offertory music is played this morning, I invite you to 

bring your offering forward and put it in the basket. As that is happening, please pass the 

friendship clipboards that are located in each row.  

(OFFERING) 

Perhaps you don’t care what happens next to the offerings, because you trust that people 

who know what they are doing take care of it. Or, perhaps you’re curious, so I’ll tell you 

a bit of what happens next. On the way home from church today, someone will drop it in 

the night depository at the bank. Tomorrow, two people will get together and count it. It 

will get recorded in our accounting software, and on Wednesday some checks will be 

written. In next Sunday’s bulletin, you’ll see the totals of today’s offering listed in the 

bulletin. Those of us on Facilities and Finance Ministry Team will pay attention to what 

that total is, because you’ve entrusted us to act responsibly. We’re a responsible 

congregation, and we want to make sure that the bills get paid. In one sense, we pay a lot 

of attention to the amounts in the offering. In one sense, the amounts we give matter a 

great deal.  

In another sense, I don’t think the amounts matter at all. You see, God is not hamstrung 

by the size of our checks. 

But I think we sometimes are.  

What do I mean by that? Well, there are many texts that talk about the challenge that 

comes with managing money. For example, the story of the rich young man describes a 

man who clutches on to his money with closed hands. Two weeks ago, I promised you 

more wisdom from the Other Men in our congregation, a group of gentlemen that I’ve 

had conversations with over the past few weeks.  

One of these men echoed the very challenge the rich young man wrestled with: 
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“Money has played a big role in my life,” he said. “Unfortunately, I think at 

times it has become a sinful idol that controls me. I tend to worry about 

money: how much do I have? How much do I spend? How much should I 

save? Will I have enough to retire? It can consume me at times and get in 

the way of a spirit-filled life.”  

Many of us struggle with those questions, me included. 

By contrast, last week, Cindy talked about living life with open hands. That’s another 

way of thinking about living a life of generosity. Just like the Corinthians, we are called 

to the spiritual practice of generosity. 

As we look at this practice, it might be good to look at what the word “generosity” 

means.  

I began most of my conversations with these men by asking how they would define 

“generosity.”  

One said, “Generosity is freely letting go of the resources that I have access 

to.” Another said: “To me, generosity means putting others before yourself. 

It is giving what you have -- time, money, gifts – without the expectation of 

anything in return.”  

“Generosity takes on different forms,” said another man. “It has to do with 

our lifestyle and how we treat fellow humans as we journey through life.” 

Another described generosity with a synonym. “The dictionary describes 

‘generosity’ as ‘unselfish,’ and I like that word,” he said. “There are a lot of 

things you can do with money – you can buy things for yourself or you can 

give it away. If we’re given money by God, we’ve got to be generous.” 

And another used an example as his definition, referencing the story of the 

Good Samaritan, who was generous with both money and time. He 

emphasized how the Samaritan bandaged the wounded man, going as far as 

to pour oil and wine on the wounds. Rather than just stopping there, he took 

the injured man to innkeeper and took care of the man. He didn’t even stop 

there -- it was the NEXT day that he took two more silver coins and gave 

them to the innkeeper for the man’s care, and said “I’ll be back. If it takes 

even more money, I will give it then.” It’s a story of a man who continues 

giving, even when the initial need has been men. The Good Samaritan 

didn’t offer just a Band-Aid solution – he went beyond what was called for.  
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These definitions of generosity give us a framework to work with as we explore giving as 

a spiritual practice. And if verse 7 is key the verse of chapter eight, I wonder if verse 7 is 

also part of the key to chapter nine. Beginning in verse 6 of chapter nine, it says that “the 

one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will 

also reap bountifully. Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not 

reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” 

I think that many have used this verse inappropriately, to defend our desire to hang on. 

After all, this verse seems to say that we shouldn’t give under compulsion. We should 

only give with joy. So if we don’t feel like joyfully giving a tithe, if we don’t feel like 

give 10 percent, this mindset says, perhaps we shouldn’t bother with giving at all. 

Yet, many of us didn’t feel like getting up early this morning to come to come to church. 

It was still dark outside. It might be even worse next Sunday, when we push the clocks 

ahead and lose an hour of slepp as we begin daylight savings time. We don’t feel like 

getting up early to join the Tuesday morning or Thursday morning prayer group. We 

don’t feel like reading our Bible every day. We don’t feel like fasting, or exercising, or 

journaling , or whatever the spiritual practices are that we engage in.  

Yet we do them. We do these spiritual practices because they sustain us – they draw us 

closer to God.  

In many areas of our lives, we have this tendency to think that we have to think our way 

into new ways of acting. Now I’m a head person. I think many of us are. We are 

generally an educated congregation. Many of us have to understand what it is we believe 

before we can act on it. We have to study an issue, to know what the Bible says about it, 

to know what our church tradition says about it, to know what our experience tells us. 

And that’s good.  

But sometimes, I think we also need to act our way into new ways of thinking. 

Sometimes we need to borrow from the old Nike commercials and “just do it.” That may 

be particularly the case when it comes to things that don’t make rational sense – like 

giving. Two weeks ago, I made reference to Noah, who did the seemingly irrational – 

when he only had seven heifers and seven bulls, he put one of each on the altar and lit a 

match.  

That’s what I heard from some of the Other Men – they have acted their way into new 

ways of thinking about generosity. 
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“We got married during college,” said one man. “We gave a little to the 

church. We didn’t meet the 10 percent, but we always wanted to strive for 

that. I thought it was a rule, but I view it differently today. When we started 

out, we started giving from obligation. Later, we started to think about 

sharing, and we just kind of gravitated toward that. It used to be part of our 

‘bill paying,’ but it moved to sharing when we started to have kids and we 

wanted to think about being good examples.” Over time, this family has 

moved from giving 10 percent to giving as much as 25 percent.  

Perhaps especially for the “head” people among us, using the 10 percent tithe as a target 

may be an important activity. Bonnie and I started giving to Waterford shortly after we 

started attending. For the first while, it wasn’t very scientific – we sort of picked an 

amount that we thought made sense and didn’t think too much about it. After a time, we 

decided to be intentional about the tithe, and it became a joy to give that 10 percent. 

And as we sought to grow in our generosity, a few years ago, I began to wonder if that 

was enough. The Corinthian text was a factor in my thinking. Some of you may 

remember a sermon I preached a few years ago, where I named beginning to grapple with 

a concept that Ron Sider calls the “graduated tithe.” In Rich Christians in an Age of 

Hunger, Sider helpfully points out that our friends at the Internal Revenue Service will 

invite those of us who are married and who have an adjusted gross income up to $17,850 

to  contribute 10 percent of it to the U.S. government. Those of us who make more than 

that amount, will be invited to give 10 percent on the first $17,850, and then to give a 

little more on the rest. We’ll be invited to give 15 percent of the next amount, and then 25 

percent on the next amount, and so on. 

And most of us don’t question that. We grumble. We take the tax ramifications of our 

giving, and investing, and our spending into account, but we also generally think it 

reasonable that those of us who make a little more money than others might be expected 

to give a little more to the common good. 

Sider asks why the church is any different. If we’re making $50,000 and giving $5,000, 

living comfortably on the remaining $45,000, but then we get a $10,000 raise, why 

should we give only a thousand dollars of that extra? Might we be called to give a larger 

portion as our income increases? 

I was reading this book at a time when our income was going up -- between us, Bonnie 

and I were working more hours, and some of our expenses were going down. We decided 

to take this challenge seriously, and it has been transforming. We have never had so 
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much fun giving. Each year, we make an estimate of how much we will make that year, 

set the base rate on which we will give 10 percent, and then determine the increment on 

which we’ll give 14 percent, and 18 percent, etc., etc. And the best part is at the end of 

the year, when we compare how much money we actually received without how much 

we expected, and we get to make the adjusting entry. Some years, we’ve been able to 

give away a third or more of that surplus. And, on the few occasions when we’ve not 

made quite as much as we expected, we’ve felt the freedom to say, “Oh, bummer. I guess 

we’ve given away a little more than our spreadsheet told us to. Oh, well.” Giving in this 

way has quite frankly taught us much about what Cindy described last week as “living 

with open hands.” 

One of our next questions as a household is what we’re going to do with the $10,000 

raise we’re expecting in a few years. Now, perhaps you’re wondering where the church 

budget is going to come up with a $10,000 raise. It’s not. 

But Interra Credit Union will. Like many of you, we refinanced our home a few years 

ago. And in a few years, we’ll have that paid off. For a number of years, we’ve been 

making a $10,000 contribution to Interra for the house of Lyle and Bonnie. In a few 

years, when that’s no longer the case, will we consider giving a larger gift to the house of 

God at Waterford? With the opportunity that many of us had to refinance in the recent 

past, I wonder if that’s a question some of us might wrestle with together. 

Others are working at this goal even more aggressively. As I worked to finish this sermon 

on Friday, the Everence Everyday Stewardship magazine came in the mail, and there was 

an article about a couple that made it a priority to pay off their mortgage by age 30, with 

a primary motivation being their ability to give away most or all of the woman’s income. 

Similarly, one of the men I talked to described having the foresight to plan 

for retirement in intentional ways, and their investments have done well. 

But he doesn’t see the growth in assets as being the result of something he 

has done, and he’s seeing it as an unplanned raise. The family has lived 

within their means, without the use of the money they’ve been setting aside. 

So he wants to continue working and living without the retirement 

proceeds. “When I turn 65,” he said, “we don’t plan to use a cent of it. That 

will be gift money for the church. Where did it come from? It’s a gift,” he 

said. 

Considering giving as a spiritual practice also allows us to reorient our thinking, even 180 

degrees. For example, for many of us, planning to tithe may actually be a limiting factor. 
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In a world that focuses on scarcity, it’s easy to think of the tithe as a method of 

calculating the least amount we can give and get away with. In an excellent blog post this 

past fall, Melodie Davis suggested a way of reframing the question. Rather than asking, 

“how much do I need to give, or how much can I afford,” she says that perhaps we should 

ask, “How much do I reasonably need to keep for ourselves.” I wonder, how would we 

approach life differently if we didn’t ask, “Should we give $5,000, or $8,000, or can I 

afford to give $10,000?” What if, instead, we asked ourselves, “Do I really need more 

than $40,000, or $60,000, or whatever.”  

One of the Other Men named a very related challenge – what to do with the 

assets that we accumulate over a lifetime. He and his wife are considering 

what it means to approach the end of life. “One of the biggest moral 

challenges we have right now is ‘how much do we give (in our will) and 

how much do we leave to our children,” he said.  

Some of the other men named the same challenge, and it’s a live question for many of us. 

From time to time, I read statistics of the tremendous amount of money that will change 

hands in the coming decades as the Boomer Generation and the Greatest Generation 

reach their ends. And I ask myself if those of us who are committed to generously giving 

in our living have also thought about our bequests in our deaths.  

We have a great resource to help us think about these questions. The Mennonite 

Foundation has counselors that can work with us, and in the coming months, we hope to 

provide some opportunities for conversation here at Waterford. I would also add that this 

isn’t just a conversation for the future. We tend to think about charitable giving in our 

estates as something that only “rich people” or “old people” need to think about, but I 

think it’s just as important for those of us with kids.  

And we also need to talk about this with our kids. I say this for a couple of reasons. First, 

when we don’t talk about it, we communicate to our kids that our decisions about money 

and giving aren’t important. Talking about our giving plans is a tremendous way of 

sharing our values with our children. Conversely, if we don’t tell them our giving plans in 

our death, we can unintentionally send a message that they should be expecting to receive 

all that we have acquired. If we surprise them with a gift to charity, we run the risk of 

angering them in a society that too often has been teaching them about entitlement. 

I think there’s also a psychological reason to include generosity in our earliest wills. If I 

make the conscious choice to be generous when there’s just a little bit on my balance 

sheet, it is a relatively small amount. If I am fortunate enough to have been blessed with a 
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larger amount upon retirement, and first ask myself the question at age 65, I’m dealing 

with a much larger sum of money. For many of us, that’s a much more challenging 

decision to make as we think about how much to give to the church. 

There is so much more wisdom that I could share from the Other Men, and perhaps I’ll 

have some other opportunities.  

They spoke about how they managed their money and considered their 

priorities. “I can’t imagine buying a boat,” said one. “I’d rather give money 

away. I never dress up, and when my wife says, ‘don’t you care how you 

look,’ I say, ‘no, I don’t.” 

The men shared their hopes for the youth in our congregation. “The $10 

you spend on pizza today will be worth $40 dollars when you are 40,” said 

one. “When you live your life based on instant gratification, you get into a 

trap and you can’t dig yourself out,” said another. 

Those that were married often spoke of the way they were influenced by 

their wife. Several described decisions about money as being a primary 

tension in their marriage. But they also spoke of the joy that has come in 

being a partner with another person in generosity and financial stewardship. 

“I am scatterbrained, but my wife is excellent in bookkeeping,” said one 

man, who said he’s written only a handful of checks in the last 10 years. 

“But we have a high degree of trust, and commitment to each other is the 

key.” 

But one message was very consistent among the Other Men. “Generosity is 

part of my expression for what we’ve been given,” said one of them. 

“Giving is freeing. It helps remind us that the needs of others are important 

and that we can participate in alleviating those needs. It helps us maintain a 

different outlook about money. It starts as a habit, but it becomes a joy.” 

Thanks be to God, for his indescribable gift! Amen. 
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Benediction 1: 

Let’s stand for our benediction and our sending song.  

 

 

 

Benediction 2: 


