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At a Wednesday evening church meeting, a very wealthy man rose to give his testimony.  “I’m a millionaire,” he said, “and I attribute it all to the rich blessings of God in my life.  I can still remember the turning point in my faith, like it was yesterday: I had just earned my first dollar and I went to a church meeting that night.  The speaker was a missionary who told about his work.  I knew that I only had a dollar bill and had to either give it all to God’s work or nothing at all.  So at that moment I decided to give my whole dollar to God.  I believe that God blessed that decision, and that is why I am rich today.”


As he finished, it was clear that everyone had been moved by this man’s story.  But, as eh took his seat, a little ole lady sitting next to him leaned over and said, “What a wonderful story!  I dare you to do it again!”


Today I’d like you to consider what a life would look like that gives joyful time, talents and money.


“Remember: A stingy planter gets a stingy crop; a lavish planter gets a lavish crop. (I want each of you to think it over and make up your own mind what you will give.  That will protect you from sob stories and arm-twisting.)  God loves it when the giver delights in the giving.  God can pour on the blessings in astonishing ways so that you’re ready for anything and everything, more than just ready to do what needs to be done.”  As the Psalmist put it,



He throws caution to the winds,



giving to the needy in reckless abandon.



His right-living, right-giving ways



never run out, never wear out.

What grandma always said is true: Money can’t buy happiness.  Still, most of us expect that improvements in quality of life are going to make us feel better.  But they don’t – at least not by themselves.  For most of us, life is becoming better.


So why isn’t all this good news making us jump for joy?  Many Americans are healthy and unhappy.  Gregg Easterbrook makes the case that:

1. Bad News Sells.  If it doesn’t bleed, it doesn’t lead.  It’s always a disaster of some kind that draws us to TV news reports.  In the 1990’s, during a bad snowstorm, the NBC affiliate station in Washington, D.C. changed the name of the weather segment from WeatherCenter to StormCenter.  Well, guess what?  They never changed it back, not even for sunny days.  Bad news sells.

2. We Don’t Sleep Enough.  We sleep an hour less every night than we did a generation ago, and about three hours less than people did a century ago.  No wonder we feel cranky.

3. We Are Full Of Envy.  Award shows, feature films, celebrity Internet sites, People magazine, and other programs are constantly bombarding us with information about how the more fortunate members of society live, so we feel envious even though we are quite comfortable.

4. The Solution To One Problem Creates Another.  It’s the unsettled character of progress.  We invent vaccines, and then fear their terrible side effects.  We create a nationwide network of cell phones and live in terror that some distracted driver will run into us.  We develop miraculous cures for diseases and then worry that we will not be able to afford them.  So, we feel anxious about the future.

So, we feel bad while living well.  There’s a spiritual component to this problem.  In the

scripture text Paul reminds us that true happiness is found in what you give…not in what you receive.  “God loves a happy giver” was the message in the first recorded “first Fruits” campaign.  This is what he says: “Do you want to be pleasantly blessed in every way?”  Then let’s see some “great generosity” (v. 11).  “Are you interested in praising God?”  Then show your brothers and sisters “the generosity of your sharing” (v. 13).


“Are you looking for God to provide you ‘with every blessing in abundance?’  Then don’t hold tight to a miserly attitude – instead, ‘share abundantly in every good work.’”  Paul lays out for us the “Steward Paradox,” a statement that seems to be inherently contradictory, but turns out to be true.  Personal enrichment comes from great generosity, and blessings in abundance come from sharing generously with others.  His point is that you receive the most by giving the most.


So how does this work?  Well, Paul uses an agricultural image: “The one who sows the most seed gets the biggest crop” (v. 6).  Whether you are growing melons or mission projects or children, Paul is absolutely right – you cannot expect significant results without a significant investment.  There will be no great harvest of pumpkins in the fields, or people in the pews, unless forward-thinking persons are willing to sow bountifully by making significant investments of time, talent and treasure.


Researchers at Cornell University have conducted what they call “holier-than-thou” experiments to see just how generous people think they are, compared to how generous they think others are.  Invariably people judge themselves to be more generous than they really are, and they think others are less generous.  In one experiment, undergraduates were given $5 each, and then asked how much of this money they would give to charity.  On the average, they would give $2.50, and their peers would give only $1.80.  In reality, the students gave $1.53.


Why do we get so emotional over this medium of exchange?  The issue is ABUNDANCE verses SCARCITY.


Most of us want to save up for a rainy day.  The current downturn in our economy is scary to many of us.  We’re afraid we won’t have enough financial resources to go around.  “Whether we are liberal or conservative Christians, we must confess that the central problem of our lives is that we are torn apart by the conflict between our attraction to the good news of God’s abundance and the power of our belief in scarcity – a belief that makes us greedy, mean, and un-neighborly.”  Scarcity is at the root of our souls.  It defies our Christian pronouncements that our trust is really in God.  We question whether God will “supply our need according to the riches in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Do we really trust in a Savior who said, “All things work together for good to those who love the Lord.”  


Here’s a story on abundance.


Parker Palmer, a Quaker theologian, was a passenger on a plane that pulled away from the gate, taxied to a remote corner of the field and stopped.  Perhaps you know the feeling.  The plane stops and you look out the window and see that you’re not on the runway and the engines wind down and your heart sinks.  

The pilot came on the intercom and said, “I have some bad news and some really bad news.  The bad news is there’s a storm from the West; Denver is socked-in and shut down.  We’ve looked at other alternatives and there are none.  So we’ll be staying here for a few hours.  That’s the bad news.  The really bad news is that we have no food and it’s lunch time.”  Everybody groaned.  Some passengers started to complain, some became angry.  But then, one of the flight attendants did something amazing.


She stood up and took the intercom and said, “We’re really sorry, folks.  We didn’t plan it this way and we really can’t do much about it.  And I know for some of you this is a big deal.  Some of you are really hungry and were looking forward to a nice lunch.  Some of you may have a medical condition and really need lunch.  Some of you may not care one way or the other, and some of you need to skip lunch.  So I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.  I have a couple of bread baskets up here and we’re going to pass them around and I’m asking everybody to put something in the basket.  Some of you brought a little snack along – something to tide you over – just in case something like this happened; some peanut butter crackers, candy bars.  And some of you have a few Life Savers or chewing gum or Rolaids.  And if you don’t have anything edible, you have a picture of your children or spouse or girlfriend/boyfriend or a bookmark or a business card.  Everybody put something in and then we’ll reverse the process.  We’ll pass the baskets around again and everybody can take out what he/she needs.”


What happened next was amazing.  The griping stopped.  People started to root around in their pockets and handbags, some got up and opened their suitcases stored in the overhead bins and got out boxes of candy, a salami, etc.  People were laughing and talking.


She had transformed a group of people who were focused on need and deprivation (scarcity) into a community of sharing and celebration (abundance).  She had transformed scarcity into a kind of abundance.


After the flight, which eventually did proceed, Palmer stopped on his way deplaning and said to the stewardess, “Do you know there’s a story in the Bible about what you did back there?  It’s about Jesus feeding a lot of people with very little food.”  “Yes,” she said, “I know that story.  That’s why I did what I did.”


But there’s another unanswered question in this “STEWRD PARADOX.”  How does generous giving actually lead to contentment?  The link between giving and happiness is a bit harder to establish.  How can our “FIRST FRUITS” make us happier in our rich but rotten-feeling world today?


Patrick Johnson is a vice president at BancorpSouth Investment Services.  He’s doing pretty good for himself financially, but he discovered this link – that his greatest joy is not found in managing fixed-income portfolios.


Instead, his joy comes from giving, and it borders on hilarity.  As he was writing a check to help purchase a central air conditioning unit for a local homeless shelter, he started praying and thinking about the immense joy that God was feeling as he gave to this worthy cause.  Then he thought about the joy he would feel as the homeless men slept in an air conditioned room in the sweltering Mississippi heat.  He then started to think about the joy these men would feel when they gave their hearts to Jesus and felt God’s love.  And guess what?  What welled up as he prayed was laughter.  He became so overwhelmed with joy that he laughed – spontaneous laughter – born out of the joy that was being experienced by God, by the homeless men, and by Johnson himself, due to one small gift.


Does this story surprise you?  It shouldn’t.  The Greek work for ‘hilaros’ is ‘hilarious.’  What God loves is a ‘hilarious’ giver, a person who gives with joy and laughter.


So, when was the last time you actually laughed as you wrote a check out to the church?  Or the Red Cross, or Brethren Disaster?  Maybe we’re not focusing enough on the joy that God is feeling, and that needy people are feeling, or the many ministries that are being carried on in your name by the ministries of the Bridgewater Church of the Brethren.


Hilarious giving.  Now there’s a solution to the paradox that we are living with every day.  Easterbrook believes that we would all be better off if we were more grateful, more forgiving, and more spiritual, and move beyond our materialistic obsession.


When we put others first, we come to see that money can’t buy happiness, but generosity can.


In a world that so often makes us feel rotten, hilarious giving is the key to contentment.  Who knows, if you’ll try it you might break out in laughter.
