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Toolbox #5: Generosity

Practice Generosity.  We believe that generosity (particularly in North America, which is the wealthiest society in the history of the earth) is an essential component of the gospel, and an essential practice for our lives.  This involves generosity with time, talent, and treasure, generosity towards others and towards ourselves.

Well, you probably don’t need much of a toolbox for this practice.  Generosity is something we probably all know about.  But here are some thoughts and stories to make you think a bit.  

1.  There’s a famous Christmas story called “The Gift of the Magi” by O.Henry.  It’s about a young couple who... well, if you don’t know, go read it.  

2.  If you’ve REALLY got some time to read, another book about generosity is Les Miserables by Victor Hugo.  In particular, the Bishop of Digne near the story’s beginning is a picture of hospitality and generosity.  But then, so is the street urchin Gavroche.  

3.  Hopefully, this week we’ll watch the movie “Pay it Forward.”  If you have a chance, come see it!  If you don’t... rent it sometime.  

4.  Think for a moment about “scarcity” and “plenty.”  For some strange reason (actually, I think it’s a marketing reason) most of us are caught up in a mind-set of scarcity.  “There’s not enough,” we think – not enough money, not enough time, not enough love, not enough security, not enough health, not enough energy... We’re always feeling stretched and stressed.  But Jesus teaches something quite different.  Read John 6: 1-14.  What looked like scarcity turned out to be abundance.  Try asking yourself: in this society, the richest our world has ever known, why are we always worried about “not enough?”  

Is it possible that resistance to generosity comes from insecurity – thinking that there’s not enough to go around, that we need to protect ourselves, store up for ourselves...?   Many of Jesus’ teachings challenge the sort of “security” that depends on stocking things up for ourselves (and never mind the others).    Take stock for a moment, of yourself, your resources, your friends and family, your church, and your faith in God.  What makes you truly secure?  

Many of the stories of generosity are about those who live out of a sense of abundance, rather than scarcity.  These people sense that there is plenty to go around, that they do not need to worry about tomorrow, and that there is more security in sharing than in hoarding.  .   Would it be possible for you to live that way?  What would enable you to do that?  

5.  Watching lots of midget hockey (that’s 15-17 year olds) I have been impressed by one highly-awarded young hockey player.  He is, in the words of more than one coach, unselfish – in other words, generous.  He does not need to score the goals himself – in fact, one game in which he scored four goals and led the team to a needed victory, he felt bad afterwards that he hadn’t passed more often.  He encourages his teammates, and tries to make each player their best.  He always supports his team.  And everyone loves to go to parties at his house, because they’re always fun – no drinking, nothing illegal – just fun.  They set up lights in the alley and play road hockey (inviting the neighbors over so they won’t object to the noise).  I wonder... how could we live life the way he plays hockey?  How can we be generous with our talents?
6.  The traditional standard for giving in the church has become the tithe – 10% of one’s income.  This is a standard often discussed, but rarely practised, in the United Church.  To be sure, it is difficult to give away 10% of one’s earnings – that’s often a lot of money!  We certainly don’t have it to spare!  The typical North American, in fact, spends slightly more than they earn each month.  So, to be generous in a “tithing” sort of way requires some significant changes to the way we use our money.  

How do you determine your “standard of living?”  Do you have a certain standard in mind, and then work as hard as you need to reach it?  Do you overspend to reach it, going into debt and hoping to “catch up” later?  Or do you let your income determine your standard of living, keeping yourself to a budget and living within your means?  How much is “enough” for you?  

What priority does giving have with you (whether to certain charities or causes, or the church, or both)?  Is it more, or less important, than your standard of living?  Why? 

7.  If we’re talking about money and generosity, it’s probably worth talking about financial health.  Do you consider yourself financially healthy?  Are you living the life you want, or are you driven by debt or desire into a “work-and-spend” treadmill?  Here are three books that analyze our consumer society and offer ways to find a more complete financial and “whole life” health: 

Affluenza by de Graaf, Wann, and Naylor

The Overspent American by Juliet Schor

Your Money or Your Life by Dominguez and Robin

8.  It’s been said many times that what is most valuable to us is time.  How can we be generous with our time?  

Of course, time, for most of us, is extremely pressured these days.  We have more than enough to “fill” our time.  We are encouraged to “use” time efficiently.  We have all these gadgets and tricks to “save” time (what does that really mean, anyway?).  Occasionally, we may find ourselves doing something to “kill” time.  

In what ways are you “selfish” with your time?  Sometimes what we call “selfishness” can be wholesome and healthy – it can build us up and restore us (sometimes people call rest “selfish”).  Sometimes selfishness is NOT wholesome, but it somehow diminishes us, turns us in upon ourselves.  How does it feel when you are selfish with your time?  

In what ways are you generous with your time?  Again, sometimes what we call generosity is healthy; how does that make you feel?  Sometimes, though, what we call generosity is somehow NOT healthy – it might be an attempt to control others, or to draw attention to ourselves, or to escape something important.  If you catch yourself doing this, how does it make you feel?  

How can we be both healthy, and generous, with our time?  

9.  Are you generous with yourself?  What might that look like?  What’s the difference between being generous with yourself, and being self-indulgent?  

10.  On the Web: www.ministryofmoney.org
