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Little Kevin is two years old.  Melanie, also a two-year-old, lives next door.  This afternoon they’re at Kevin’s house, playing with Kevin’s toys, while their mothers watch and chat.  Melanie picks up the shiny red truck; Kevin snatches it out of her hand.  “Mine!” he protests.  “Mine!”  Melanie begins to bawl.  Kevin’s mother jumps up, retrieves the toy truck, gives it back to Melanie, says to her son, “Kevin, you have to share your toys,” and Kevin begins to bawl.  It’s as the world turns for two-year-olds and their moms.


But Kevin’s mom is on the right track, beginning to instill virtues and values, though it’s a little unrealistic to think that Kevin, at age two, is happily going to grasp the joy of sharing.  At age two, Kevin is a long way from understanding the connection between sharing and friendship, and he’s a long way from being concerned about the well-being of Melanie.  At age two, it’s all me, me, me, mine, mine, mine.  Trouble is, long after we’ve outgrown the time of toy trucks, when it becomes money and grown-up things to be shared, it seems that there remains in most of us a bit of the two-year-old, that self-centered me, me, me, mine, mine, mine.

But wait; don’t get me wrong:  there’s a huge difference between selfishness and appropriate self-care.  It isn’t selfish to keep enough money for your own needs – food, clothing, shelter, transportation, a modicum of creaturely comforts – there are things you need.  It’s just that sometimes the two-year-old in us takes charge of our grownup lives, causing us to step over the line, from appropriate self-care into what really is selfishness.  Sometimes we gray-haired, arthritic two-year-olds need to be reminded again about sharing, and especially about sharing generously.

So, the members of the church in ancient Corinth received a reminder letter about generosity, reminding them about God’s generous love, how it is that they are so blessed in it, reminding them also that they’ve been blessed, too, as beneficiaries of human generosity, how it was that, when they were needy, others, some who also were poor, gave to help them.  And now, says the letter writer, it’s your turn to be generous.

So, the members of Madison Square Presbyterian Church receive that same letter, reminding us of the generous love we’ve received from God, reminding us also that we’ve been blessed, too, by the generous care of others in our lives.  And now, says the letter writer, it’s your turn to be generous.

You have what you need, says the letter-writer; really you have more than you need.  Thanks to God’s lavish love poured out on you daily, and thanks to people who love you and have generously shared with you, you have more than you need.  Out of that more, give.  Hush the two-year-old who demands me, me, me, mine, mine, mine and give generously.

And so, we do.  We give money, time; we share our talents to help others; we give generously in lots of different ways.  But sometimes we find ourselves much frustrated and discouraged, like when those to whom we give just keep coming back for more and more, don’t get their act together, but keep coming back for more and more, and we begin to feel sucked dry, and we begin to get a little ticked off, and then, we begin to get a lot ticked off, and we find ourselves very, very suspicious about the worth of this generosity thing, when it doesn’t seem to be doing much good for anybody.

Why is it that generosity sometimes just doesn’t seem to work out right?  Well, it may be that we’ve been giving generously, but haven’t been giving something oh so important, something we human beings really need for well-being.  We need empowerment, the empowerment to make things happen for ourselves.

Maybe what we haven’t been giving is encouragement to discover the power we all have inside of us, this good power to be used appropriately and effectively for well-being, for a kind of well-being that can be sustained.  See, all of us need empowerment, but some folks need it even more.  They don’t have a well-developed sense of self, don’t see themselves as capable, don’t know they have an inner power to use, don’t know how to turn that power switch on, and so, they just keep coming back and coming back for help, but they may be receiving from us only the kind of help which, in the long run, leaves them still helpless.  What they need from us is an expression of generosity which can make a lasting difference in their lives, resulting in a well-being that can be sustained.

Generosity, the kind of generosity which I think Jesus preached and practiced, it has to do with empowering others toward and into well-being, but into a well-being which can be sustained.  This “Jesus-generosity”, if you will, is never content with the kind of well-being that’s a.momentary quick fix, here today but gone tomorrow; it’s never content just to give a band aid or even a whole case of band aids or even a whole truck load of band aids, but instead, seeks to change lives into well-being.

Jesus-generosity, it may begin with the giving of a band aid, to meet an immediate need.  But the generosity which empowers goes much further.  The kind of generosity which Jesus preached and practiced, it seeks to change lives by changing those personal attitudes and social attitudes and societal systems which cause wounds and perpetuate bleeding, so that the one who today needs an immediate band aid will be set free from a life confined to a series of band aids.  As one of today’s wise sayings expresses it oh so well, “Give a man a fish, and you’ve given him a meal.  Teach him how to fish, and he’ll have food for a lifetime.”

Generosity, the kind of generosity Jesus preached and practiced, the kind of generosity which we as followers of Jesus are to emulate, it may begin with the writing of a check or with filling a sack with food and toiletries and clothing.  But it doesn’t stop there; it’s never content to stop there; it goes on to empower God’s children into well-being.  It is true, of course, that living into this kind of generosity requires a lot of time and a lot of energy.  But listen:  this kind of generosity has amazing power; what you do winds up not being just for the sake of that one person you are helping, but for the sake of the world.

See, when someone’s sense of self is claimed and fed and encouraged and empowered, that person can grow, can grow up to feed and encourage and empower others.  One empowering another, that one empowering somebody else:  this generosity has to do with working toward the kingdom’s well-being for all of us.  But sometimes we forget what generosity is and what it’s for.

Well, truth be told, sometimes it isn’t really that we’ve forgotten.  Sometimes what’s really going on is that the two-year-old has lured us to regress into an immature version of living, back to that me, me, me, mine, mine, mine attitude, so that we really haven’t forgotten generosity, it’s just that we don’t want to be generous.

But sometimes we really do forget.  What with all we have on our plates, what with all the demands on our time and all we have to think about, we forget to take time to think about generosity; we forget about the power we have to empower others, this power we Christians are called to use generously, this power which is called love.

So today, as we come to the Lord’s Table, as we remember Jesus and the kind of generosity Jesus preached and practiced, as we remember the love of God which so generously blesses our every moment and loves us into loving others, today as we wait for the bread and cup to come along the pews, let’s use that waiting time to think, to think about generosity and our role in it, what we followers of Jesus can do as individuals in our personal lives and as the family known as Madison Square Presbyterian Church, what we can do in the power of love, to empower into well-being the children of God whose life paths cross ours.
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