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I heard a story this past week of a young boy who attended church with his grandmother one 

Sunday. He sat quietly in the pew next to her throughout most of the service as he listened to the 

choir, sang the hymns, and heard the sermon. As the service was drawing towards the end, it 

came time to take up the offering. The pastor invited the ushers forward and his grandmother 

reached down into her purse to get her offering envelope. Before you knew it, a worried look 

came across her face as she searched in her purse. 

 

“Grandma, what’s wrong?” the young boy asked. 

 

“Oh, I think I left my offering envelope at home on the dining room table,” she said. 

 

Sensing her dilemma, the young boy remembered what happened when he and his father went to 

the drive-in theater earlier that week. So he took a quarter out of his own pocket and he handed it 

to his grandmother, saying, “Don’t worry, Grandma. You take my quarter and put it in the plate 

while I hide under the pew.” Do you think that might have happened in a United Methodist 

church? 

 

Today is the third Sunday of our generosity campaign and the sermon title is “The Joy of 

Giving.” I wonder if those two words (joy and giving) go together very often when we think 

about giving in the life of faith. I’ve told you that when I was a child, I heard about tithing and 

giving as a sense of obligation, but not necessarily as something that we practiced each week. I’d 

venture to say that some of us have sat through a children’s sermon or two when a pastor would 

give us ten pennies and tell us how God gives us everything that we have as they passed out the 

pennies to each of us equally. The pastor would tell us that God only asks for one of the ten 

pennies back. Reminding us that it sounded like a more-than-reasonable request, they would pass 

out the offering plate for us to turn in a penny (or more) back to God. 

 

Friends, when we’re talking about ten cents, that was a pretty good deal, wasn’t it? We wouldn’t 

even need to hide under the pew for that, right?—especially if we all got the same amount (ten 

cents). We were learning about obligation, perhaps, but joy might not have been talked about 
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very much in those early stewardship lessons. Sacrifice, perhaps, but joy? Stewardship teaches us 

that everything we have is a gift from God and we are caretakers of all that has come from God; 

caretakers called to bring back a portion to God. There are plenty of biblical examples to look at 

our giving that might convince us of our sense of obligation to give, and I’m not refuting any of 

that sense of stewardship, but I want to ask the question of how we move from obligation to 

JOY. 

 

Do we miss out on the joy that can come from giving when we simply feel obligated to do what 

we do? Can there really be joy in giving as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ? Or is it just 

something that we are commanded to do? 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, the apostle Paul is writing to the Church in Corinth, inviting 

them to take up an offering for the poor saints back in Jerusalem. Last week, I shared with you 

that “practicing deeds of loving kindness” is the third of three pillars in Judaism and how giving 

generously empowers faithful people to participate in those deeds that can transform lives, our 

communities, and the world. Early on in the Christian faith, “giving alms” was important to the 

early Church to support the work of missionaries as well as poorer communities so that lives, 

communities, and the world might be transformed. To be sure, Jesus said, “You will always have 

the poor with you,” but that did not stop the early Church from doing all within its power to 

alleviate the struggles of those who lived in poverty. The offering for the poor in Jerusalem is 

part of Paul’s missionary work with the Gentiles. He agreed to it. 

 

As Paul invites the church in Corinth to join him in receiving this special offering, listen for the 

churches whose witness he lifts up for them even as he commends them for their own excellence 

in so many areas. Hear now Paul’s words from 2 Corinthians 8:1-7: 

 

We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been 

granted to the churches of Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction, 

their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of 

generosity on their part. For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to 

their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the 

privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints—and this, not merely as we 

expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord and, by the will of God, to us, so 

that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a beginning, so he should 

also complete this generous undertaking among you. Now as you excel in 

everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our 

love for you—so we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.1 

 

* * * * * 

 

As Paul writes to the Church in Corinth, he tells them of the churches in Macedonia (this would 

be churches like those in Philippi and Thessalonica) that have already sent in an offering “for the 

poor saints back in Jerusalem.” While Corinth was a place of prosperity and wealth, the churches 

in Macedonia experienced both “a severe ordeal of affliction” as well as “extreme poverty.” In 

spite of their difficulties, however, the Macedonian churches responded eagerly and generously, 

propelled forward by the joy that was combined with their struggles. In the face of their 



3 

 

afflictions, the Macedonian churches founded a joy that moved them to be generous in the 

offering that they provided for others who experienced poverty in Jerusalem. 

 

Somehow, these Macedonian churches found joy in giving when everyone else would have 

thought that they had nothing to give in the first place. Their faithful generosity not only blessed 

the poor saints back in Jerusalem, but also Paul who was now sharing their witness with the 

prosperous community of Corinth. Those who had nothing to give, still gave what little they had 

with joy because they believed in what God could do with what they offered. And it was their 

joy that was contagious throughout the whole community of faith. Their joy became the example 

for Paul to use in Corinth. 

 

Paul says that the Macedonians gave from their means and beyond their means because they 

were excited about partnering together to care for the poor. They gave to Paul’s missionary 

request because they had first given themselves to Christ. Their generosity filled them and others 

with joy because it was grounded in a sense of gratitude for what God had done for them in 

Christ, revealed in prayer (Paul sees God’s hand in all of this), and lived in faith that God could 

do something amazing with what they offered. Through the Macedonians, God not only cared for 

the poor in Jerusalem, but also gave Paul the story to inspire the Corinthians to share in this 

ministry as well. The poor in Macedonia provided the greatest care for the poor in Jerusalem. 

Poor Gentile Christians cared about poor Hebrew Christians. 

 

A few years ago, the United Methodist Church in Michigan made a commitment to raise $1.5 

million to end malaria through the Imagine No Malaria campaign. Do you remember that? The 

cost of a net was $10, and together across the state we raised more than our goal, saving the lives 

of over 150,000 people. It’s amazing what happens when people come together, isn’t it? You at 

Birmingham First were a significant part of that great work. 

 

I was in the Upper Peninsula at the time, serving as their District Superintendent. When the team 

came from down here to our district conference, they were pleased to report the work that some 

of our largest churches like Birmingham were doing downstate. Yet, together we noticed 

something else about the report. At one point in time, the church that gave the most per capita, 

per member (not the most overall), was none other than White Pine Community United 

Methodist Church. 

 

White Pine is a small, former copper mining town, on the west end of the Upper Peninsula. You 

don’t go through White Pine unless you are going to White Pine, and there is not much there. 

There is a little logging and tourism in that area, while many people in White Pine live in 

poverty. Yet, the tiny church in White Pine was known for its amazing generosity as their 

members gave generously to help lives a world away from them. In fact, that tiny church had a 

reputation for doing just that: living generously. 

 

One year, they applied for help from our district to be named “Mission of the Year” because they 

needed a new roof on their building. It was a small church, but their mission to the poor in their 

community was great! They have amazing children’s programs that reach some of the most 

impoverished kids in the Upper Peninsula. The $70,000 cost for a new roof was just too much 

for them to consider doing on their own, so they asked for help. By the time the financial help 
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came from the district, they had somehow raised the funds by the grace of God and turned over 

the district offering to another church that needed help even more. 

 

Grounded in gratitude, revealed in prayer, and lived in faith, giving has the power to change 

lives, communities and our world, including our own lives as we spark the joy of living 

generously. When we ask, “God, where would you have me to be in my giving,” and respond 

faithfully, God works in and through us to transform lives and our world and bring joy, even in 

difficulties.  

 

Two years ago, in just a short period of time here at Birmingham and Berkley First, you raised 

over $30,000 for hurricane disaster relief during a trying hurricane season. You brought hope to 

communities that were hopeless. Last year, the Partners in Mission appeal, combined with a 

special effort for Giving Tuesday, raised over $30,000 in just two weeks’ time around 

Thanksgiving.  

 

This summer, youth mission teams went to Grand Rapids, St. Louis, and even Costa Rica. Our 

youth came back and told story after story of how they thought they were going to help others 

but experienced the joy of a people who had forever touched their hearts and lives. One youth 

said, “I felt God for the first time in my life. I’ve heard adults and others in the Church talk about 

this, but I experienced this feeling for the first time in my life on this trip.” 

 

The price of a half-pound of coffee from Costa Rica…$8. The price of the fees for the mission 

trip to Costa Rica without luggage and souvenirs…$2,000. The cost of a youth who experiences 

the presence of God for the first time in her life… Can you tell me what price you might put on 

that experience? Priceless, my friends! It’s priceless! 

 

Did you know that this past week, a rummage sale happened here within our walls? How many 

of you dropped off your donations? (Please stand.) How many of you volunteered? (Please 

stand.) How many of you shopped? (Please stand.) Do you want to know how much you raised?  

I don’t know the number yet. You’ll have to wait, but you and I both know that countless lives 

will be impacted by those mission dollars. 

 

That being said, in the middle of that same rummage sale which, as far as I have known, doesn’t 

stop for anything, we paused as a church to celebrate the life of one of our own members, Steve 

Wells—the vice-chair of Trustees, a fifth-grade Sunday School teacher, and a man who lived life 

generously sharing with this church and impacting the lives of so many others. Will any of our 

staff who are not standing, please stand? And if you are staff, would you please raise your 

hands? Our staff, along with our volunteers, got to work early in the week to welcome a full 

sanctuary (around 450 people) who came to celebrate Steve’s life. You wouldn’t know that the 

Rummage Sale was even going on as you practiced a generous welcome and hospitality to 

strangers who were coming into this sacred space. 

 

Priceless! 

 

At Birmingham and Berkley First, it’s who we are and what we do! We care for one another.  

We raise our children and youth to transform lives, our communities and the world, and we are 
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willing to do it ourselves. We live generously so that lives can be transformed, including our 

own. It’s the witness that we share with the churches around us who sometimes struggle just to 

make ends meet. Your generosity brings a priceless gift of love and joy and peace, even in these 

troubled times. Sure, it’s not always easy, but how can we do any less than share what we have 

come to experience in this place? When you think of our greatest strengths of children and youth 

ministries, mission and music, we excel in these areas. How much more joy might we continue 

to bring as we seek to excel in generosity? Think about it! 

 

So how many youth will say next year, “I experienced God for the first time in my life?” How 

many families will find a place where they can celebrate, grieve, and be comforted in life’s 

toughest struggles? How many communities will be transformed here and elsewhere in the 

world? How many churches will be built? How many will come to faith in Jesus Christ for the 

first time in their lives? How many people will hear their own call to ministry for the first time?  

How many young people will learn about the gifts they have to share and how valued they are?  

How many older and wiser folks will learn about how to make healthy life transitions? How 

much joy will we infuse into how many lives of those living in poverty? How much hope will we 

bring? How much healing might we bring to a hurting, fragmented nation and world? 

 

We begin dreaming of all of those possibilities when we pray, “O Lord, where are you calling 

me/us to be in my/our giving?” And joy is infused among us and through us when we live out the 

answer in faith. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 2 Corinthians 8:1-7, NRSV. 


