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After all these years, I am still good friends with a colleague who taught me a lesson I will never forget.

We were both students in seminary at Knox College.  It would have been 1984.  We went to the noon hour chapel service together that day, looking forward to hearing one of our professors preach.

When the collection plate came around, I noticed that he put a $5.00 bill on the plate.  As I put on the $1.00 bill that I had put in my pocket for that purpose, I was shocked.  Here we were, starving students and he put a bright blue $5.00 bill in the offering.

He was a year ahead of me in seminary so I deferred to his wisdom but not without first asking him about his bold move.  “Wow!  $5.00!!  How can you afford that?  We are students!”

My friend turned to me and calmly asked,  “How much do you think you spent at the pub or at a restaurant this week?”  I had no idea.  I had gone out with the guys one night.  I had ordered a burger and fries.  We each had a couple of beers.  I compared that expense, made without any hesitation or second thought, to my begrudging presentation of that lonely $1.00 onto the passing collection plate.

If how and where I spent my money was any indication of my priorities, it certainly caused me to examine where my faith was on my priority list. 

That was 32 years ago and I remember it like it was yesterday.  My attitude toward and appreciation of my givings to the church was not only incongruent to the rest of my spending choices, it had hardly  kept pace with the times.  Church offerings pay salaries, keep lights on, heat buildings, buy curriculum -  all sorts of things that support programs and ministries that help us to grow in our knowledge and experience and love for God.  None of this costs the same as it did in 1952  or 1984  or 2016.  Somehow I missed that memo!  Every few years I still need to take stock of increased costs and make sure my givings are keeping pace.  10% of an income of $50,000 is $5,ooo.oo.  10% of an income of $100,000 is $10,000.00.  % living.  Priorities in life.  

I know how much it costs to go out for lunch or dinner these days. I appreciate that it now  costs $26.75 for one person to go to a movie and get popcorn and a drink!  An ice cream cone is no longer 10cents and these days,  $2.00 worth of gas does not get you very far.  Yet for some reason we think the church survives on yesteryear prices!


In this church, one of the many ways that we strive to honour God, is to be good stewards of what He has given us, and of all good gifts that come our way – spiritual gifts, time, talent, and treasure.  Your session and all the committees of your church  strive to spend wisely and we manage well, what we have to spend.  Each Sunday we take an offering which 2 people count.  They have no way of knowing who’s offering envelope is who’s, so if you give, or what you give, is done without the offering counters having any idea.  Only the envelope secretary has that information.   What comes in is recorded and banked. It is spent judiciously and done in such a way that our financial records are thorough and transparent.  Nothing is hidden.

But we live in a complex world with complex demands on our time and energy and resources.  This series called Abundant Joy is about % living.  What %  of our lives are we giving, in a deliberate, thoughtful, intentional, prayerful way to God? What % of our day, our worship, our spiritual gifts, our income…We need to calculate the current % of each of those.  Are we prepared to increase that %?

Toward of the end of the passage we read from 2 Corinthians it says,  -“Now as you excel in everything….in your faith, and speech, and knowledge, in utmost eagerness and in our love for you, - so we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.”

Out of love comes generosity.  Out of love comes generosity.

There is a story about a young man, reflecting upon his life on the farm.  His family did not have much money but he acknowledges that in many ways, his life was idyllic.  But he knew that when his friends from school would go to Vincent’s Café for a soda and fries, he could not go.  His family had no money for that.  So, instead, he would often go to visit Mts. Bane, who lived on a farm a short distance  away.  She was an older lady and known for her warmth and kindness.   Mrs. Bane would always greet him with a hug and a kiss, and then he would ask her if he could have some warm, fresh homemade  bread with  butter, and homemade jam.  She would  always let him eat his fill.  In the short sightedness of youth, he had no idea how much it must have cost her to allow him to eat all that bread and jam.  She cooked on an old wood stove.  She could ill afford to give all that bread to him.  And then they would spend time sitting on her front porch talking.  She would reminisce about her childhood.  He wished he had paid more attention.

The young man is sure, that as a young boy, he wished he had realized how much better this time was with Mrs. Banes on her front porch, than all the while wishing he was down at Vincents having a soda and fries with the boys.  He was always grateful for her generosity of bread, butter, homemade jam, and her time.  Generosity….

I want you to think about a person in your life, past or present, who, when you think of them, one of the first words that comes to mind, is GENEROUS.  How has that generosity  been demonstrated to you?  How did it make you feel?  What impact has it had on you?

The Bible reminds us that where our heart is, there too will be our treasure.  Where is your heart?  Is your heart intent on storing up and stockpiling?  Or is your heart grounded in love and all the ways love impacts peoples’ lives?

2 Corinthians talks about having abundant joy, and a wealth of generosity, even in the midst of difficulty.  Begging to share in God’s ministry, even out of poverty.  Abounding in generous undertaking.

I want to close today by sharing what I think is a profound Canadian statistic with you-

Right now, among mainline churches-

10% are growing 

10%  are staying the same

50-60% are on the decline

20-30%  are closing!

In 1959 - 4 churches per week were being opened across Canada 

Today, 1 church per week is closing.

20% of today’s mainline churches are either growing or staying the same.  80% are either declining or closing!

At Trinity Presbyterian Church, right here, we are in such a unique position.  We are in the top 10%!!  So filled with potential.  So set to make a difference.  So equipped to help each other to grow in faith and knowledge and love of God.  So ready to impact this community for good.  So much for which to thank God and celebrate!!

 Abundant Joy.  Abundant Love.  Abundant Generosity.

On this journey of % living, may you express your generosity with confidence and enthusiasm, to the one who’s name is Love!  Love that makes a difference!

Amen
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