Generous Churches: Making and Nurturing Disciples

Freewill Offering in the Diocese of York

Sermon Outlines 

Here are some ideas which it is helpful to get across as the diocese moves to the new system of funding in 2014.  I have offered two outline sermons here for your possible use and adaptation to your own needs.  The first, based on 2 Cor 8:1-9, has been put together with Generous Churches in mind.  Since this is a commonly used passage I have also resurrected and adapted a sermon on 1 Tim 6, which I preached in my parish some years ago. It may still be too much of its time and place to be used by you, but I offer it as a reminder that there are numerous passages which enable us to preach on generosity and giving, and there are further ideas at the website given below.
Both sermon outlines focus on using the Biblical passages and are limited in their use of illustrations: this is a subject which benefits from telling personal stories, so I encourage you to add those.  For example, you might want to think about a tie when someone was generous to you and another time when you were generous: how did you feel on both occasions?  What sort of relationships were these?  What was the effect of generosity?.

The key points about Freewill Offering are:

· It's all about money funding mission - we want our churches to be growing, and to use the five marks of growing to assess that.
· From 2014, the funding of mission and ministry in the Diocese of York will be approached in a different way. Instead of being told how much parish share to pay, each church will be invited to make their own Freewill Offering to the Common Fund. 

· The Common Fund is the pot that all parishes pay into, and that funds mission and ministry in every parish across the Diocese. We all pay into the Common Fund, and we all get resources out of the Common Fund, like your vicar and their housing, pension, training for lay people and clergy, legal support etc.

· Just as we ask people who come to church to be generous with their giving, PCCs are being asked to be generous with their giving to the Common Fund.

If you would like further material on the subject of giving there is a rich collection of resources from other dioceses available at:

http://www.parishresources.org.uk/giving/preaching-stewardship-and-generosity/
It is well worth browsing.

Gavin Wakefield

May 2013

Sermon notes 1  The 3Gs: Grace, Gratitude and Generosity 
Suggested Readings:  2 Corinthians 8.1-9 and Matthew 26:6-13
A few background notes on 2 Corinthians chapters 8 and 9

A key part of Paul's apostolic ministry in the mid AD 50s was the organising of a collection of money to relieve the poverty of the Jerusalem church. The collection did more than relieve poverty. By making a generous gift to the Jerusalem church the new gentile churches affirmed their Gospel partnership with the Jewish Christians. 

At Corinth an enthusiastic beginning seems to have fizzled out. In addition there were money tensions caused, it seems, by Paul refusing to accept patronage and working for a living to support his ministry. Problems were made worse by false teachers denying Paul’s authority as an apostle. Given the breakdown of relationships and a delicate situation Paul could be forgiven for not pressing an issue as sensitive as money. But he does press it, and very hard! A full two chapters (2 Cor 8 and 9) are devoted to teaching about financial stewardship as he urges the Corinthians to complete the collection for their own spiritual blessing as well as the relief of Jerusalem. Paul’s focus is not the money; in the entire two chapters Paul never uses the word 'money' once – or any other financial word. His chosen words such as privilege, service or generous act are all English translations of the single Greek word charis meaning 'grace'. 

If you are intending to preach this sermon after the 2013 Clergy Conference you might like to know that Prof John Barclay will be giving one of his talks on 2 Corinthians 8, which will provide far more detail than the short summary above.

Where I have quoted Biblical passages I have used NRSV, so you may want to alter quotations to suit the translation you use.

The 3Gs: Grace, Gratitude and Generosity 

It’s never a good time to ask for money, 

whether you are a child wanting more pocket money, 


an employee seeking a pay rise 

or a government putting up taxes.

It’s never a good time to ask for money: 

if we’re in recession we know it’s tight for folk, 

if we worry about sliding into recession we are fearful for the future, 

and if times are good the better off are tempted to assume that those in need should just try harder and it will all work out.

It’s never a good time to ask for money 
as you may have found collecting for Christian Aid or other charities, 
as the vicar seeking to boost the church’s income 
or for that matter St Paul wanting to drum up support for the poor Christians in Jerusalem.

And yet we find St Paul speaking plainly to the church at Corinth about their support for his collection on behalf of other Christians.  He does this even though he had other difficult things to say to them about staying faithful, about living pure lives, about accepting his own ministry.
The back story is that the church in Jerusalem was poor, certainly poorer than the gentile converts than Paul was working with.  We don’t know why this was so, but Paul was concerned about their poverty for many years and his agreement and desire ‘to remember the poor’ is recorded in Galatians 2:10.  Over a number of years Paul appealed to the churches he had founded to set aside money that he would eventually take to Jerusalem, we think in AD57.  
Given his difficult relationship with the church at Corinth how did he go about motivating them?  Well, there is no mention of money or cash or even more surprisingly, of the needs of the Christians in Jerusalem. Instead he concentrates on their need to give! And what he says can be summarised in three interwoven Gs:

Grace, gratitude, generosity 

Paul reminds us that we start with God’s grace:  Grace has been explained sometimes as God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense – the point is that God acts first.  ‘God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us’ wrote Paul in Romans 5:20. 
God has acted for us and our response is to say ‘thank you’, to show our gratitude.  When a lifeboat crew rescues people from a sinking ship the first response has to ‘thank you’!
[for those who want it, here is a quote from Karl Barth:   “Grace and gratitude belong together like heaven and earth. Grace evokes gratitude like the voice an echo. Gratitude follows grace like thunder follows lightning….”
 ]
Paul wants to stir up the generosity of the Corinthians by provoking them with the example of the churches of Macedonia: they have known the grace of God (v.1) but even in a time of trouble they have ‘abundant joy’, a sense of gratitude, and this ‘overflows in in a wealth of generosity’ (v.2).  

Paul doesn’t bother to say HOW MUCH they gave, he focuses on HOW they gave, out of poverty, voluntarily, generously.  It’s as though he is trying to set up a competition in generosity of spirit.  They have begged to share in the ministry to the saints at Jerusalem (v.4), over and above what Paul had expected (v.5), so, he tells the Corinthians, let’s see how genuine your own love is by checking it against ‘the earnestness of others’ (v.8).
This is a pretty strong message, so this section ends with a very strong appeal to the example of Christ himself: 

‘For you know the generous act [grace] of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich’ (v.9)

We are brought full circle, back to the grace of God, shown in Jesus.  At the heart of it all, why are we called to be generous?   It is because God has been so generous with us that we say thank you, and seek to imitate God’s generosity, because this is the way to live the good life.  
I experienced a very powerful example of this kind of generosity years ago as the young leader of a church home group, seeking to live openly and generously with one another.  Many of us did not have our own homes at the time, and those who did were very gracious, 

partly through sharing houses, 

partly through regular shared meals, 

partly through the sharing of a washing machine!  

I have never forgotten this pattern of living and will be going to the 65th birthday party of the washing machine owner very soon!

[Note to preachers: this is my story and you may well not want to use it.  But why not include an example of generosity which has been important to you.]

Our diocesan call to be Generous Churches is rooted in God’s own generosity to us.  Our desire is to be churches which make and nurture disciples, and which are growing in Christlikeness, commitment, partnership, influence and numbers.

To be consistent with this call the diocese is not going to ask parishes for specific sums of money, any more than we ask one another to give a specific amount each year.  There are no subscriptions or annual fees to be part of the church.  

I used to belong to a sailing club which needed to raise extra money for facilities to be improved.  They didn’t ask for voluntary donations but raised the annual subscription all round.  For a secular body that is fair enough, but for a church it is not.  In the Christian fellowship, those who have more have a greater responsibility to give more.

We therefore ask one another to pray for the grace of generosity and to give freely.  That is what we are doing now across the diocese.

[you may want to add information here about the process in your own parish/benefice.]

We began with: It’s never a good time to ask for money.
St Paul would put it differently: we are always receiving God’s grace and love, so it’s always a good time to show our gratitude and to live generous lives.  Are we up for it?
§§§§§§§
Sermon notes 2    Where is our trust - Fate or God?
Suggested Readings:  

1 Tim 6.11-end and Luke 12.13-21
The other week my wife asked me what I would do if I had enough money to do anything I wanted.  I couldn't answer at first: I thought of the obvious things like a nice house, bits and pieces for the family, a holiday or two, even something for good causes!

But I didn't say all that to begin with: my mathematical mind was worrying about exactly how much enough money was: £1 million?  £10 million? £100 million even?  And as I went up the amounts I could see how life could become a series of very difficult decisions if I became rich on that sort of scale.  
· What would I do all day?  
· Did God come into it somewhere?  
· Could it be right to have so much, but if I did, could I give it up!?

I found it very hard to answer a question asked in fun, how much harder to handle the reality.  Yet that has happened to nearly 3000 people since the National Lottery began: millionaires at the drop of a hat, or at least at the drop of 6 balls.   As a ‘religion’ it has caught on in a big way and its devotees are glued to the box, waiting for the oracle to deliver its message.  We wait helplessly while the Fates determine our fate, "It could be you", even though we also know it's not very likely!

Although I know there has been much good done with Lottery money, I believe it exploits people in real need and encourages greed as a way of getting people to buy tickets.  That is bad enough, but I think the implicit trusting of our future to Fate is a more subtle but potentially more dangerous result.

In Greek mythology there were 3 Fates.  Clotho who span the thread of human life, Lachesis who wove it, and Atropos who finally cut it.  These gods were arbitrary and terrifying.  However hard you tried you could not escape the Fates.  There was nothing you could do to change things. Even the great god Zeus, supposedly in charge, was subject to their decisions, for they were the offspring of Necessity, the real power that controlled the universe.

But that set of beliefs, that paganism collapsed, because ordinary people, became sick of fatalism and fear, and found a new and hopeful way of life.  Necessity and the Fates were dealt a fatal blow on a certain Friday afternoon.

Perhaps I am putting it starkly, too starkly you think.  But we seem to have turned the clock back in our national life.  The Lottery is about arbitrariness, instead of fairness, cynicism, instead of trust, boredom instead of hope, greed instead of generosity.

This was the headline story on the National Lottery website in April 2013:

Win fortold in the stars for two best friends!   
Two women who are best friends are celebrating after lady luck smiled on the pair to deliver a £336,277.60 win in the EuroMillions draw on 22 March 2013.

The amazing windfall came about after Carly's mum read the lucky duo's stars in a daily paper's horoscope, which suggested they could be in for a win if they played together. They are both Police Community Support Officers in Lambeth and lift-share, so on the way home from work on Thursday they laughed about Carly's mum's advice but picked some numbers ready to play EuroMillions the following night. 

They joked about winning and how they might celebrate, never thinking that the stars had aligned to make that joke a reality. 

Carly commented; "When my mum told me about the horoscope in the paper we both thought it was a bit of fun and thought, 'why not?'. We chose one line with important dates and another made up of numbers that came into our heads. I kept forgetting to buy a ticket and Becky kept nagging me to say we ought to listen to the stars, so it wasn't until the Friday evening as we were driving home with Becky that I finally bought the tickets for us online.”

It all sounds good fun but is in great contrast to trusting God for our needs.

So let’s see how trusting God is different to trusting the Fates or the stars and see what the passage in 1 Tim says about the context of our stewardship and some practical ways to go about it.
1.  The context

First we are given the wider context in which to consider how we use our money: it is part of pursuing righteousness, godliness, faith and love (vv. 11 and 12).  We are to fight the good fight, a fight against the temptations before us, (back in v.9), and to struggle for what is good.  The word translated ‘fight’ is about a disciplined struggle; it comes from the original Olympic games and means to contend for a prize.

Just as it is hard work but worth striving to win Olympic gold, so as Christians we are called to strive to live godly lives, even though it is not always the easy option.

[perhaps give your favourite example of hard work and striving from the 2012 Olympics.]

So that in brief is the wider context, the big picture: the whole of our lives are lived under God, and not incidentally under Fate!

2.  The Warnings

It’s striking that wealth is not denounced here: ‘command those who are rich’ does not lead to a call to give it all away. (v.17)  But even so there are 2 warnings to the rich and in a world where many still go hungry that is us: we are warned to beware of pride and, no not prejudice, but depending on money instead of God.

We are warned against pride or arrogance: the potential for arrogance when you're very wealthy is much greater.  ‘Money can buy you anything’ is the unspoken assumption.  It is more readily seen by those who have a First class rail ticket or airline ticket.  Some such people behave with arrogance brought on by their money.  So beware pride.

Second, do you put your hope in wealth, which we are told here is so uncertain?  The question of security is important to us: psychologically we need some security in order to get on with our lives.  If we are always looking over our shoulders we can't get on with our lives. 

It is not the need of security which is under discussion, but how we fundamentally obtain it: via our money or via our position as children of God?  That is a whole subject in itself, which comes up regularly, and the point here is to remind us that it affects how we view our money.

3.  The Practice

Finally we get to the way we should use our money: it is by doing good and being generous (v.18).  As a preacher like Timothy, I am struck by the word 'command'; as preachers we are to command our hearers to do good and to be generous, so take note!

And these two qualities of doing good and being generous belong together.  As a teenager I was part of a group which would go in for visiting pubs and drinking all we could (before I was Christian!).  Most of us were not very well-off, but one friend was working, had a wage and a car, and he would sometimes be very generous in buying drinks for the rest of us.  It's another matter whether he was doing good with his brand of generosity!

As followers of Jesus, we are called to give to good causes, to be generous to those in need, and to be willing to share (v.18).  That may not seem very grand but it is in sharp contrast to the attitudes being promoted around us, to get rich quick and trust fate or the stars.

Our diocesan call to be Generous Churches is rooted in God’s own generosity to us.  Our desire is to be churches which make and nurture disciples, and which are growing in Christlikeness, commitment, partnership, influence and numbers.

To be consistent with this call the diocese is not going to ask parishes for specific sums of money, any more than we ask one another to give a specific amount each year.  There are no subscriptions or annual fees to be part of the church.  Instead, we ask one another to pray for the grace of generosity and to give freely.  That is what we are doing now across the diocese.

[you may want to add information here about the process in your own parish/benefice.]

As you consider your reply please do so in the context of your wider following of Jesus Christ, your trust in the living God, not in some blind fate, and be generous and willing to share as God calls us all to be.

§§§§§§§
Add in all age talk if required
� Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1.2 p41





