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This is the last of a 5 sermon series on Living the United Methodist Way As we identified early on it is not just the Methodist Way, but it is being centered on Christ and focused on the Bible.  We have talked about not just hospitality, but RADICAL hospitality.  We have talked not just about worship, but PASSIONATE worship.  We have said it takes more than just discipling, but INTENTIONAL discipling.  And not just service, but SALTY service.  Today we share about Generosity, but not just regular generosity, but EXTRAVAGANT generosity.  Whoa, put your wallets back in your pocket….what in the world is EXTRAVAGANT generosity.  When we think of extravagant we think of over and beyond, we think of in a sense too much.  But then I ask you, do you really think you can out give God?
According to Robert Schnase’s book, Five Practices of a Fruitful Congregation (Abingdon 2007), 40% of the American people spent 110% of their annual income each year.  Huh?  Why that’s extravagant “aint’” it?  Yep, and yet how much of that is used to glorify God. People with different incomes were asked, “how much more income would it take for you to be happy?”  Their answers were surprisingly consistent.  The bottom line was that each income range basically said they wanted 20% more to ease their burdens, help them buy all they needed, and bring security.  “In other words, people who earn 20% less than we do think they will be happy if they can earn what we can.”  (page 113-114).  Wow.  Why is it we feel discontent with what we have?
Dave Ramsey, a Christian national stewardship and financial planner puts it this way, “We buy things we don’t even need with money we don’t even have to impress people we don’t even know.”  OUCH!

Okay, I got a kind of weird idea…..if we can be extravagant on our spending for worldly things, how about we be extravagant in our generosity towards heavenly things?  What do you say?

Our scripture this morning begins with command those who are rich in this present world.  Now I got kind of tickled when I looked that verse up in other translations, it’s just my warped sense of humor, but others translations say CHARGE those who are rich. Anyway, it says here do not put your hope in wealthy, which is so uncertain----uh, this sounds as if it were written when we started having stock market issues.  It says clearly, not put “stock” in your wealth, but put your hope in God.  Stocks are literally going up and down.  There will foreclosures and problems.  God provides richly for us---for our enjoyment.  God wants us to enjoy.  He provides for us.  

Rather than focus on riches, focus on doing good, be rich in good deeds and be generous and willing to share.  If you do this you will lay up reassure as a firm foundation for years to come----in the coming age.  Then scripture says take hold of the life that is truly life.  A life focused on the hope in God and not in the entrapment of riches of this world.
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In your bulletin there are a couple of pages that have about a paragraph or more of blank space.  If you would get a pencil or pen to take some notes.  To have Extravagant Generosity we need to know “Why should we give to God and His church?”  We will have 4 points and some scripture throughout.  I encourage you to make some notes and reflect and pray on these reasons and these scriptures.

Why do we give?

#1.  TO THANK GOD.  God has blessed us so much we should thank Him.  That is why we give.  Bishop Schnasse says, “…the Christian’s need to give is more than the church’s need for money.”  You see our giving should not be based on the budget but extravagant giving is based on how much we individually love God and how do we thank Him.  Giving is not about money as much as about mission, spiritual growth, vision, outreach and our relationship to God. (page 119)   2 scripture references:  Genesis 14:20, where Abram gave a tithe, a tenth of everything.  And Malachi 3:10 that also discusses the tithe.  The Biblical principle from the very first book of the Bible is to tithe, give 10 %.  
Here’s an interesting statistic:  Widows and widowers in the United States who say they give 10% or more of their income to church=17.6%   Now get this, non-widowed Americans who say they give 10% or more=8.6%  Bless you widows and widowers.  And well, you others, what’s up?                                                                                                                   

               (Ted Olsen, “Go Figure,” Christianity Today magazine, November 2008, p. 18)

John Wesley, founder of Methodism had a 3 point approach to stewardship.  1.  Make all you can by working hard at an honest and honorable trade.  2.  Save all you can, never squandering money.  And 3.  Give all you can by supporting your immediate family, the household of faith and then to all who are in need.  Wesley said that if you make all you can and save all you can but do not give all you can, you may be a living person, but you will be a dead Christian.

Another scripture reference is Luke 19:8. This is the passage of the corrupt tax collector Zacchaeus.  A wee little man, a wee little man was he.   You know, he climbed up in a sycamore tree, it was Jesus he wanted to see.  Went he met Jesus he was transformed, and he said, “Look, Lord!  Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor and if I’ve cheated anybody out of anything I will pay 4 times the amount.”   Now he didn’t have to do that.  I believe he did it as a way of saying “Thanks” to God.  Thank you God, you have touched my life.  Now I will show extravagant generosity and give to the poor.
Many years ago a 10 year old boy walked up to the counter of a drug store soda shop and leapt onto a stool.  He caught the eye of the waitress and asked, “How much is an ice cream Sunday?”  You know it was a long time ago, because the waitress replied, “50 cents.”  The boy reaching into his pockets pulled out a handful of change, and began counting.  The waitress frowned impatiently.  After all, she had other customers to wait on.  The boy squinted up at the waitress.  “How much is a dish of plain ice cream” He asked.  The waitress signed and rolled her eyes.  “35 cents,” she said with some irritation.
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Again, the boy counted his coins.  At last, he said, “I’ll have the plain ice cream, please.”  He put a quarter and 2 nickels on the counter.  The waitress took the coins, brought the ice cream, and walked away. About 10 minutes later, she returned and found the ice cream dish empty.  The boy was gone.  She picked up the empty dish---then swallowed hard.  There on the counter, next to the wet spot where the dish had been, were 2 nickels and five pennies.  The boy had enough for a sundae, but he had ordered plain ice cream so he could leave a tip.

(Pat Williams with James D. Denney, Mr Littlejon’s Secrets to a Lifetime of Success, Revell, 2000, page 80)

Beloved that wasn’t just a tip, or a tithe---that was extravagant generosity.

Why give:  2. Because we have a desire to make a positive difference for Christ.  
We give because we want the generosity and money to make a difference in the world for Christ, to help transform the world.  When the church came together at Pentecost they were united in helping others.  Scripture verse: Acts 2:45, “All the believers….were selling their possession and goods, they gave to anyone as had need.  They wanted to make a positive difference for Christ.   In Luke 10 we have the story of the Good Samaritan.  He showed Extravagant Generosity in many ways.  He literally took extra time, and then he gave above and beyond, extravagantly to make sure the needs to the one he carried to the inn was taken care of.

A downtown church in a medium sized community had occasional transients, homeless persons, and street people who would ask for handouts.  Often street people would be found sleeping on the front steps.  The staff developed rules, guidelines, and polices for how to help or how to refer those who asked for help.  

As the pastor was leaving the church one afternoon, he noticed the part-time custodian carrying out the garbage to the large trash bin in the alley.  There was a homeless person sprawled out beside the bin, looking barely conscious.  As the custodian approached the trash bin, he set down the garbage bag he was carrying, reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and removed a few dollar bills.  Without having been asked, he walked over to the homeless person and gave him the money, said something, then continued his work and returned to the church.  The pastor was amazed and humbled by his extraordinary display of generosity.  The part-time janitor who earned less than anyone else on staff gave generously without even being asked.

The pastor asked the custodian why he gave money without e en being asked and also pressed him about whether the thought the homeless person might misuse the money for alcohol or drugs.”  The janitor answered, “I always do that when I can.  I give them a little money and say, “God bless you,” because I figure that event thought they may be pretty messed up, they are some mother’s son, some father’s child, and so I give them something.  What they do with the money---well they have to answer to God about that.  I just have to answer to God about what I do with mine,”   That’s extravagant generosity!
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A third reason to give:  It feels good!  Giving should not be done from the heart, not out of duty or obligation.  It should be soul sustaining, satisfying, meaningful.  Scripture verse: Luke 21:1-4.  It is the story of the widow who is in the temple.  And the rich are there putting their gifts into the temple treasury.  But the poor widow put in 2 very small copper coins (a widow’s mite).  Jesus said, “All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.”  Wow---that’s extravagant generosity----and you know what I bet she felt good about it, because she knew that she was thanking God and that what she gave would help make a difference for the kingdom of God.
We give because we can be a part of something bigger than ourselves.  There is no way one of us could give to make the ministries happen at this church---but together, with extravagant generosity.  Woo-hoo!!!

Perhaps children have the best perspective.  A little boy said to his mother, “I’d rather have a million friends than a million dollars.”  Of course the mother asked, “Why?”  The little boy said, “Well, I figure it this way.  If I get in trouble, they ought to be able to pinch in at least a dollar apiece to help out.”   

In the book Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations it says this:  
Every sanctuary and chapel in which we have worship, every church organ that has lifted our sprits, every pew where we have sat, every communion rale where we have knelt, every hymnal from which we have sung, every praise band that has touched our hearts, every church  classroom where we have gathered with our friends, every church kitchen that has prepared our meals, every church van that has taken us to camp, every church camp cabin where we have slept----all are the fruit of someone’s Extravagant Generosity.  We have been the recipient of grace upon grace.  We are the heirs, the beneficiaries of those who came before us who were touched by the generosity of Christ enough to give graciously so that we could experience the truth of Christ for ourselves.  We owe the same to generation to come.  We have worshiped in sanctuaries that we did not build, and so to us falls the privilege of building sanctuaries where we shall never worship.”  (page 116)
Reason to give #4:  Give not just for you, not just for today, but give for others and the future.

A long time member and proud grandfather stood at the baptismal font with his family for the baptism of his baby grand-daughter.  Another infant from another family that was new to the congregation was baptized at the same service.  Following the service, the 2 families intermingled at the front of the church as they took turns having their pictures taken.  At one point, the mother from the new family needed to get some things out of her bag, and the grandfather from the other family offered to hold the baby.  Other church members were mixing and greeting and several commented on the grandfather with the baby, and he found himself saying several times, “Oh, this one isn’t min; I’m just holding him for a minute.”

5

Monday morning the grandfather called the pastor at the church office and said he wanted to see him right away.  The pastor assumed the worst, thinking somehow the long-term member was upset about something from the day before.  When the grandfather arrived tat the church office, he told the pastor, “I want to change my will to include the church, and I want to talk to you about how to do that.”  The pastor was stunned and couldn’t help asking about what brought the grandfather to this decision.  The older man’s eyes grew moist as he said, “Yesterday I realized something while I was holding that other baby, the one from the family that just joined the church.  I kept telling people that wasn’t my child, but then it dawned on me that it was part of my family, part of my church family, and that I have a responsibility for that little boy just like I have for my own granddaughter.  I’ve been member of this church for more than 40 years, and in God’s eyes I’m a grandfather to more than just my own.  I’ve taken care of my own children with my will, but I realized I also need to provide for the children of the church.  So I want to divide my estate to leave a part to the church as if the church were one of my children.”

Whoa---that’s giving not just for you and not just for today, but for others and for the future.  That’s extravagant generosity.

The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein (1964, Harper Collins)

That tree gave all and continued to give even though that boy kept receiving.

Extravagant generosity.

Final verse:  John 3:16

Extravagant Generosity.
God gave His son….nailed to a tree----a giving tree. And we have received, oh so much…..

 Shouldn’t we therefore respond back to God by our limited, but extravagant generosity?
