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Robert Schnase tells a story that may be a little familiar to any church who has struggled with how to give to people in need in a way that is meaningful. It’s the story of a congregation in a downtown urban area that occasionally had travelers or homeless people come in and ask for help. It was common to find people sleeping on the front steps of the church, with only a sleeping bag to protect them from the elements. 

The staff of the church was concerned about these people, wanted to help, but also wanted to make sure their money was put to good use.  So they developed rules, guidelines and policies for how to help, or how to refer someone to a different church or organization that could address their needs. They had many discussions on whether they should give vouchers or cash, and how much they should give. 

One day, after talking for quite a while and not making much progress, the staff decided to call it a day and go home. As the pastor was leaving the church he noticed the part-time custodian carrying out the garbage to the large bin in the alley. There was a homeless person sprawled out beside a bin, barely conscious, for whatever reason. 

As the custodian walked toward the man on the ground, he set down the bag of trash, reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet and removed a few dollars. Without having been asked he walked over to the homeless person, gave him the money and whispered something. Then he went back to his work. 

The pastor watched all this and was humbled by this man’s 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 the money and pressed him about whether he thought the homeless person might misuse the money for drugs or alcohol. 

“I always do that when I can,” the janitor answered. “I give them a little money and say, ‘God bless you,’ because I figure that even though they may be pretty messed up, they are some mother’s son, some father’s child. What they do with the money, well, they will have to answer to God about that. I just have to answer to God about what I do with mine.”

Every church has struggled with situations very similar to this. How do we give money to people in a way that is helpful? How can we ensure that they really need the help? How can we make sure that our gifts will be put to a good use? I fully believe in the answer the janitor gave the pastor. What they do with their money, well, that’s between them and God. I just have to answer to God about what I do with my money. 

Money is an odd thing. It can bring you great happiness, or great suffering, depending on how you handle it. Money can be a sticky topic, leading to fights, or even breaking-up marriages and tearing apart families. But money can also be a life-changing gift for many people. When it is given with a kind heart, it can be a blessing. 
There is a new show on TV about millionaires who go undercover and work with people who are struggling to make ends meet and feed their families. At the end of the show the millionaire reveals their identity and gives money away to the people who they think deserve it the most. 

Wouldn’t it be nice to have a stranger give you a million dollars? I wouldn’t mind paying off my student loans or buying a new mini-van that didn’t have goldfish ground into the carpet. But I also think I would love the opportunity to give away a million dollars. We all know how good it feels to write a check for $20, $30 and know that the money will be put to good use. 
Imagine the rush you might get if you handed over a million dollars and were assured that each and every penny would help sick children, or cure cancer, or keep women safe from abusive husbands. What a great feeling that would be to KNOW that you had helped in some magnificent way!! 
One of the reasons I love Week of Compassion is that I KNOW that each and every dollar is going straight to the heart of a disaster. It is going to help people who need new clothes, food and shelter. Most of the time they get their money the same day. While families are still looking at the house that we destroyed by fire, wondering where they will sleep and what they will wear for pajamas, Week of Compassion is there with a check in hand and a hug of assurance. 

Amy Gopp is the director of Week of Compassion and she travels all over the world, meeting directly with people who need financial help and need to know that they are not alone in their crisis. She is not paid by our offering, our gifts do not pay for her plane tickets or hotel costs. Those are all funded by other sources. 

Every single dollar we give goes to the people she meets, who find themselves in a situation they never thought they would see. That is the assurance we have. In that case we know how our money is being used. 

Unfortunately, we don’t always know exactly what will happen to our money once it leaves our hands. At that point our checks, our dollar bills, are in the hands of someone else and all we can do is trust that the gift we just made will be put to good use. 
All we can do is have faith that God will work miracles through our act of giving. I say that’s all we can do, as though it’s a meager thing, but having faith in God’s miraculous power is essential to a Christian who gives generously. Without a faith that something new will be born through our sharing, all we have is a few dollars passing from one hand to another. But tie those gifts together with a prayer and the compassion that we inherited from Jesus Christ, and we just never know what will happen. 

Our gifts can change people’s lives. They can create new opportunities for children to learn and grow. They can free future generations from the ties of poverty and desperation. Our gifts can let everyone know that God is still passing out blessings in this world, and we get to be lucky enough to see them unfold. We get the privilege of sharing God’s grace with a hurting world. 

It is a privilege to be able to give generously and to give often. Unless, of course, we hold back because we are unsure of how our money will be used, we don’t quite trust the person receiving our gift, or because we are afraid of what will happen to us if we give more than we think we can afford. 
Generosity sometimes have limits. We have all been eager to give only so much, stopping at a certain point because we don’t KNOW what the gift will be used for, or because we don’t KNOW how WE will go on if we make too much of a sacrifice. We have all been generous…..to a point. 
Robert Schnase explains that fruitful churches who want to grow and change the world, they have to be extravagant with their generosity, going above and beyond what is easy or comfortable. Reaching out to people who we may not trust. And always putting our faith in God to work miracles through our act of giving. 

I’m sure that I have given money to people who may not have had the best of intentions, as though I even have the ability to define what that means. But for me, there is always hope that this act of giving may be the one that breaks through the greed and helps them see the grace of God. Regardless of what they may have done in the past, or what they planned on doing with my gift when they first asked for it, I have hope that this may be the moment when they realize what kindness is all about. 
You never know what a person is going through, what thoughts are tumbling around in their head when they are asking for help. And we certainly never know how the Holy Spirit might step in and change a person’s heart. 
All we KNOW for sure is that God works through us, through our acts of kindness and through the gifts we share. All we know for sure is that each dollar in our wallet has a purpose, to glorify God. Every dollar is meant to show people about the saving grace of God through Jesus Christ. The money we give to people who are hungry certainly meets this goal as they get to see that someone cares about them. 
But the money we spend at the grocery store, at Target, on vacations and putting gas in our cars, it all has a purpose. It is our privilege to put that money to good use. Are the groceries we buy going to be cooked into a big meal that will feed people we love on a Friday night? 
Is the gas that we buy going to help our cars get from home to church to the hospital where someone we love is scared?
We don’t know for sure how it will be used exactly. But we hope. We hope that every dollar will be used to further the kingdom of God. And we hope that the world will be a better place because we have given extravagantly.  

We never KNOW for sure what will happen to our gifts when they leave our hands. And still, we are called to give anyway. Pass along the blessings we have received and send with them a kind word or a simple prayer. Trust that God will put the gift to good use and someone’s life will be changed for the better, that they will see the goodness of Christ and begin again. 
Trust in God. Have hope. Cling to that hope because we can never KNOW for sure what will happen to our gifts. 

Anymore than we can know what will happen to us if we give more than we really want to let go of.  Generosity is giving with a kind heart when it is obvious and easy. Extravagant generosity is giving even when it is not easy, even when it means making a sacrifice. Extravagant generosity means we might be a little afraid or worried, but we give anyway. Because we know that God works through our giving and it is a privilege to share our blessings, regardless of whatever may happen next.
Extravagant generosity means letting go of our fears that if we give too much then maybe we won’t have enough to feed our own families or pay our own bills. It requires a willingness to turn away from our own needs, if only for a moment, and focus on what God needs from us. 

There is another story in the book about a church that had a broken air conditioner. The church needed $465 to repair the air conditioner and it just wasn’t in the budget. In fact, the budget was tight all around. So a few members got together one night after work. There were teachers, an insurance agent, a housewife and a retired salesman. 
At this meeting the church members came up with a few ideas to try to solve the problem. They would have fund-raisers and bake sales. They would reshuffle some items in the budget. They were even thinking about having to skip a payment on the light bill. 
Finally, one member spoke up and said, “You know, each of us could probably write a check for $465 and even though it might hurt a little, it wouldn’t make a big difference in our lifestyle.” That member pulled out her checkbook and wrote the check right there on the spot. Around the table each member also wrote checks so that they could join in this privilege of sharing more than they thought they could. 
Some were able to give $465, some could only give $200. But by the end of the meeting they could afford to fix the air conditioner, buy new supplies for Vacation Bible School, and still had an extra $1600 to start a new bible study program.
 
I understand that for each of us the monthly gift we make to the church is a special gift from the heart. It is also hard to figure out how much to give, what we can each afford. For many of you that monthly gift already hurts a bit. It may be a little tight. 
You give what you can afford as a sign of your sincere faith in God. This is a blessing. It is the result of a generous heart. 
But for many of us, we can give more. Either as part of our tithe or through individual acts of giving. We can be extravagant in our giving when we commit to a way of life where our priorities are shifted so that we don’t ask what we can afford, we ask what God needs from us. 
In this day and age with a weak economy there is this mob mentality that we need to hold onto what we have because we just don’t know what will happen tomorrow.  As a society, on the whole, we are encouraged to be afraid. To pinch and save out of fear. 
But as Christians, we believe that our money has a greater purpose than to just be tucked away in case of ….something…. As disciples of the risen Christ we believe that each dollar we have is meant to be shared in some way, to create new opportunities for people to witness the grace of God. We are called to rise above the mob mentality of being afraid. Think of it as a balcony. A balcony where we can stand above the crowd who is afraid, or focused on itself, and we can trust in the power of God to make wonderful things happen. 

We never know for sure what will happen to our gifts, how they will be used or how they may transform the world. And we never know what will happen to us after we pass along our gifts. We can only plant the seed and hope that it will bear fruit in the name of Jesus Christ.  We can only have hope that the Holy Spirit will take our acts of extravagant generosity and use them to further the kingdom of God. 
May it be so. AMEN 
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