Introductory sermon/talk (if you are not using the Lectionary readings of the day)
‘The puzzle of generosity’: outline


Introduction 
Many of us enjoy puzzles and the key to solving any puzzle is starting in the right place. 

Starting the puzzle in the right place
We sometimes need to be reminded that all we have comes from God (“For all things come from you, and of your own have we given you”, 1 Chronicles 29:14), and that we should respond and say thank you. 

What should I give? The second piece of the puzzle 
Responses differ depending on what we have but all are called to give (see the story of the widow’s mite: “She out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on”, Luke 21:4. At the other end of the scale is Barnabas, a rich follower who sold his field to give money to the growing church: “[Barnabas] sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet”, Acts 4: 37). Sharing and giving is part of discipleship.

What inspires me to give? The next piece of the puzzle 
The Good Samaritan, Luke 10: 25-37, is a good example as he is recklessly generous with both his safety and his money. [Use a local example, too.]

But it doesn’t just happen
Puzzles take time and effort to complete, especially the puzzle of generosity because we all have competing demands on our resources, whether that be time or money. We need to take time to think about what we each should give: when Paul was raising money for new churches his instruction was that “each of you must give as you have made up your mind”, 2 Corinthians 9:7. Being generous is not a passive activity: it requires positive action, a decision.

Why do the puzzle at all?
This is the final question: why be generous at all? It is the only way we can build on the work of those who came before us, continuing the life and mission of our church. [Use a local example.]

Summary
The Bible studies you are about to undertake will help each church member to explore the puzzle of generosity and figure out how to solve the puzzle for themselves, understanding what generosity means in today’s world.
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Introductory sermon/talk (if you are not using the Lectionary readings of the day)
‘The puzzle of generosity’

Introduction 
It is good to be here this morning as you begin this time you have put aside to reflect on your stewardship and giving.

I would suggest that for most of us, life as a Christian, and perhaps especially where our giving fits into that, is something of a puzzle. I’m quite fond of doing puzzles, and ― of course ― the key to solving any puzzle is nearly always starting in the right place.

Where to start? 
Which is why I think that any reflection on giving must start with God and God’s generosity to us. We surely need to begin by recognising what we have ourselves been given as we start to puzzle about what we should give. Of course, as Christians, we recognise that we own nothing; we are simply stewards of God’s gift to us. There’s that verse in 1 Chronicles 29:14 that reminds us of this, with David thanking God and saying: “For all things come from you, and of your own have we given you.” And so I would suggest that being thankful is not a bad place to start when considering our giving. But we sometimes do need to be reminded to say thank you. I occasionally watch The Simpsons and in one episode I heard a grace said before the family meal that went: “Dear God, we paid for all this stuff ourselves, so thanks for nothing.” Funny, yes, but it made me think because ― although it also made me flinch ― it’s easy to fall into thinking that way. 

So what’s my response? The second piece of the puzzle
Of course it’s for each of us to think for ourselves about how we thankfully respond to God’s love and generosity. Everybody’s response will be different; we don’t all have the same to give. Of course, these may be difficult times financially for many of us but, as God continues to give, I think we are still called to consider what we give back. 

Wealthy or not, we need to consider our giving ― it all makes a difference. Jesus noticed the poor widow giving her two coins to the temple, saying: “This poor widow has put in more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on” (Luke 21:4). 

At the other end of the scale, in Acts, we read of Barnabas, a rich follower selling his field to give the money to the growing church: “There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph, to whom the apostles gave the name Barnabas… He sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet” (Acts 4: 36, 37). 
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And, rather like buying a special present for a friend, our giving to God should ideally
be a joy not a duty. When the apostle Paul was raising money for new churches, his 
instruction was: “Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly 
or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7).

The next piece of the puzzle
Sometimes it is the actions of others, actions inspired by God’s love, which can inspire generosity in us. The story Jesus told of the Good Samaritan is a perfect example of a generous action. The Good Samaritan was generous with both his personal safety ― picking the traveller up was a somewhat risky act ― and also with his money. The Good Samaritan didn’t just pick up the traveller who had been robbed, demonstrating his love for another human being; he also left what was in effect a blank cheque with the innkeeper for the traveller’s care.

In 2012 a modern-day Good Samaritan was leaving donations of €10,000 in unmarked envelopes around a German town ― recipients included a soup kitchen, a seriously disabled boy and a hospice. I would love to know what motivated them to undertake these generous acts. Was it someone’s response to what they had themselves generously been given? Was it a Christian act? Or ― as was also suggested ― was it a criminal getting rid of ill-gotten gains? Either way, these gifts made a real difference in people’s lives.

I am not going to suggest that we have to be generous by leaving blank cheques or envelopes stuffed with money in our churches ― that would be a particularly rash type of generosity. But I do think we all need to take the time regularly to think about the puzzle of what and how much to give to our churches. 

Take time to think about it 
Because, of course, giving doesn’t just happen ― puzzles don’t get completed without some thinking being involved. So every now and again we need to take the time to reflect on our giving to our church and to the wider community. And I do know that making the right choice about what to do with the resources we’ve been given is not necessarily easy; there will always be competing demands on our time, our money and our skills. We all juggle with these demands and sometimes we have to choose one over another as being in two places at the same time is impossible, even with the best will in the world!

Why does it matter?
This is the final question ― why do the puzzle at all? Why give of ourselves to our churches? Well, apart from it being the thankful response to the gifts we have received from God, we need to give because regular giving is the only way we can continue the life and mission of our churches. 
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[Enter your own church name] is here thanks to the generosity of previous generations ― generosity that allows the work of the church to continue both here in [enter your location] and in the wider world. 

Part of being a Christian disciple is the giving of our time, our skills, our love and, of course, our money ― all in response to God’s generosity and love for us. I believe that just as Jesus sent his disciples out into the world, we are being sent to do God’s work in the world today, and generous giving of ourselves is part of how we do that work and make a difference. 

I’m not saying any of this is easy. It’s challenging to be generous. But I believe that we are all called to give generously of ourselves, recognising that what that means is for each of us individually to decide. As Paul said: “Each of you must give as you have made up your mind.”

So, do take the time over the next few days and weeks to prayerfully reflect on your giving. Because I think that wherever we are with an understanding of the puzzle that is Christian life, we are all challenged to be generous and to remember the words from Matthew’s Gospel: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21).
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