FROM PASTOR GARY’S PEN . . . (
Robert A. Hill tells this story in First Fruits, a book of stewardship sermons. It seems Rev. Hill has a Sunday off and is spending it in Phoenix. He wants to get into a professional football game, the Giants versus the Cardinals. Evidently, he has been a Giants fan for a long time. He goes to the stadium hoping to be able to get a ticket for the game. A scalper had a ticket for $100. This was not an option for Mr. Hill. He finds his way to a ticket window, and while he is standing there with a small group of people, a Cardinals fan approaches them.

He had on a Cardinals hat, shirt, socks, and lots of buttons. His Cardinals hat was shaped like a bird and had wings that moved up and down as he walked, as if the bird were in flight. He was a big, burly man and must have been quite the sight. The Cardinals fan announced to the group that he had two $50 tickets that he wanted to give away. He didn’t want to sell them; he wanted to give them away.

Rev. Hill says that no one moved or spoke. Again, the Cardinals fan says, “I have two tickets, I want to give away. Who would like them?” No one moves or says anything. Finally, the fan turns to the ticket window, slaps down the tickets and instructs the ticket seller to give them away. Rev. Hill, “not born yesterday,” went to the window and retrieved the tickets. He was going to see the game!

As he entered the stadium, he realized that he had two tickets and he only needed one. He discovered that as he tried to give his ticket away, others responded the way he had just a few minutes before – with silence.

As Rev. Hill reflected on these events, he thought that generosity had these three particulars: generosity surprises us, makes room for others, and seduces us into offering our own generous gifts.

Generosity surprises us because it runs against the norms of our culture. It seems to me we live in a culture that teaches us to make sure that we get our share first. We are called to succeed, and success is clearly defined in economic terms. To be generous along the way, in the midst of not yet having “arrived,” is truly surprising. Being generous in the midst of our own need is truly surprising.

We are called to be generous at every turn because of God’s generosity and love for us. We know God’s love because we have experienced it as Christ our Lord lived and died for us. We are to be people who surprise others because of our generosity – generosity motivated by God’s heart.

I would like to suggest that in the midst of living our lives – you know, in the midst of how terribly busy we are with not enough hours in each day – that graciously giving our time for others in need is a deep expression of generosity. I was taught this lesson early in my ministry when I went to visit a woman in the hospital. It was wintertime, and when I entered her room. I took off my coat and threw it aside; I pulled up a chair next to her and settled in. I had said hello to her with no response from her, partly I guessed because we were strangers. After I introduced myself to her, she finally spoke. She asked, “Are you actually going to stay for a while?” I responded that I would stay as long as she liked, and with tears collecting in her eyes she said, “Thank you so much.”

She taught me that the ministry of presence is a vital gift, and that others receive it as generosity and kindness. Be generous with your time; sit with someone as long as they would like; play with a child until the child gets bored; work with someone until the task is completely done; walk with someone until they are safe at home. Be generous. Surprise someone – and give Christ the credit!
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