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 It has been quite a month this week, with Washington’s dark comedy marching 

toward its troubling though predictable denouement, a deadly new virus stirring fear and 

quarantines across China and the world, a widening ban on immigration from Muslim 

countries (including, now, Nigeria), a subway protest in this city that left many New 

Yorkers scratching their heads, and, of course, a helicopter crash heard ‘round the world. 

Here at First Church, the news has been very much on the minds of congregation and 

staff alike, as it has for months. We have spoken often here about the need for truth-

telling, the prophets’ calls for justice, and Jesus’ teachings about kindness and 

compassion, about hope that is stronger than fear, about love that will overcome hatred. 

There have been days when such talk has felt compelling within these walls, and others 

when, out there, it has felt like little more than whistling in the wind. Still, our calling to 

speak the truth in love, to “do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly” with God, 

remains compelling and unchanged. 

 

 That said, in these days there is also a need for some focused conversation within 

this household of faith, for some “table talk,” if you will, about what we have and what 

we share.  And it is there that I want to turn our attention now. 

 

  Across the years, every January I have read an annual study that researchers call 

The Generosity Index.  Compiled by the Fraser Institute, a Canadian think-tank, the 

Generosity Index measures private monetary generosity state-by-state and province-by-

province, using three indicators: the percentage of tax filers who donate to charities, the 

percentage of their incomes they donated to charity, and their average annual charitable 

donation.   

 

 A few insights from the 2019 report: for one, Canadians are far less generous than 

their American counterparts when it comes to charitable giving. Another, Americans are 

giving less than they did a few years ago (undoubtedly an unintended consequence of the 

2017 tax law). The top state this past year in average charitable giving percentage was 

Utah, at 3.2 percent of personal income, and Wyoming topped the list of actual per 

capita dollars given, with average charitable donations of $15,800.  (Just so you know, 

the top nine states and seventeen of the top twenty in the 2019 Generosity Index were so-

called Red states. New York was one of the Blue-state outliers, coming in thirteenth 
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among the 50 states in average charitable contributions – but at less than half of 

Wyoming’s amount.)1    

 

 What is it that makes some folks generous with what they have and others less so?  

Call it culture, if you will.  Call it nurture.  In Utah’s case, call it the deep-seated religious 

practice of tithing among Mormons. I would argue that for many people, the difference 

has to do with how they understand their lives: do they sense that God is gracious, and 

their abilities and resources are gifts entrusted to them?  Or that life is demanding, and 

resources are scarce, and that they must gather and keep all that they can?   

 

 I don’t know where you fit along the continuum between those poles, if 

anywhere, but this much I know: the Bible begins and ends with what biblical scholar 

Walter Brueggemann has long called “a liturgy of abundance.”2  It is the very nature of 

God, Scripture says, to endow and bless.  In those same Scriptures Jesus Christ models an 

ethic of abundance and expansive grace and a non-anxious manner of living in his earthly 

ministry. He calls his followers to do the same.  We may choose to live some other way, 

but the Bible is clear, right from the beginning. Brueggemann notes: “[The first chapter 

of Genesis] is a song of praise for God’s generosity. It tells how the world is ordered.  It 

keeps saying, ‘It is good, it is good, it is good, it is very good.’” It says God blesses the 

earth abundantly. 

 

Later in Genesis, God blesses Abraham and Sarah and their family. God tells 

them to be a blessing, to bless the people of all nations.  Blessing is the force of 

well-being active in the world, and faith is the awareness that creation is the gift 

that keeps on giving. That awareness dominates Genesis until its 47th chapter 

[from which Harold read a few minutes ago].  In that chapter Pharaoh [is 

concerned about an impending famine. So, he] gets organized to administer, 

control, and monopolize the food supply.  [He] introduces the principle of scarcity 

into the world economy.  For the first time in the Bible, someone says, “There’s 

not enough.  Let’s get everything.” 

 

Pharaoh hires Joseph to manage the monopoly.  When the crops fail and the 

peasants run out of food, they come to Joseph.  And on behalf of Pharaoh, Joseph 

asks, “What’s your collateral?”  They give up their land for food, and then, the 

next year, they give up their cattle.  By the third year of the famine they have no 

collateral but themselves.  And [that is] how the children of Israel become slaves 

– through an economic transaction.3 

  

 You remember the ensuing story of the Exodus… how Pharaoh turns brutal and 

mean under the influence of that scarcity myth, how the Hebrew people ultimately rebel 

 
1 The data is available at https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/generosity-index-2019.pdf. 

Accessed January 21, 2020.  
2 The term is borrowed from Brueggemann’s article, “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity,” 

published by the Office of Stewardship of the Presbyterian Church (USA).  This sermon draws heavily on 

Brueggemann’s insights. 
3 Brueggemann. 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/generosity-index-2019.pdf.%20Accessed%20January%2021
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/generosity-index-2019.pdf.%20Accessed%20January%2021
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against his tyranny, how Pharaoh becomes exasperated and summons Moses and Aaron 

and tells them amid plagues to take the Hebrew people out of his land.  The story of the 

Exodus demonstrates “that the power of the future is not in the hands of those who 

believe in scarcity [but] in the hands of those who trust God’s abundance.” 

 

 Now, the Exodus has its own share of fear and un-trust.  There are some who 

begin to experience the hardship and hunger of the journey and suggest turning back; but 

then, God does something extraordinary. God’s love begins to rain down upon the people 

in the form of bread, again demonstrating the gracious provision of a generous God. 

Plenty for everyone. But because the children of Israel have come to believe in scarcity, 

they start to hoard the bread. When they try to keep it for themselves, however, it turns 

sour and rots.  You can’t hoard God’s generosity.4 

 

 As Brueggemann notes, all through the Hebrew Scriptures competing visions of 

abundance and scarcity play themselves out, with an unmistakable current of teaching 

reminding the people of God’s gracious provision and calling them to celebrate God’s 

abundance.  That same theme continues in the New Testament; everywhere Jesus goes, 

grace expands, and the world is rearranged: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 

lepers are cleansed, the dead are raised, and the poor are freed from debt.   

 

 In today’s second reading we see it yet again.  A large crowd; suppertime 

approaching, and the disciples worry that food is scarce and urge Jesus to send the people 

away.  Instead, Jesus tells his disciples to feed the people out of what they have. Jesus 

takes the small portions of bread and fish, blesses them, breaks them and gives them to 

the disciples to distribute to the crowd.  And there is enough… in fact, more than enough.  

Jesus “demonstrates that the world is filled with abundance and freighted with generosity.  

If bread is broken and shared, there is enough for all.”5 

 

 Like the Torah’s story of creation and redemption, the Christian story is a story of 

abundance, too. It is the story we are called to believe and to live in our lives.  But too 

often we buy into the myth of scarcity, which suggests that the only way to get anywhere 

is to scramble for whatever we can get. Says Brueggemann, a past without gifts and a 

future without hope conspire to create a present full of anxiety.6 

 

 I think of my own father, who struggled so mightily during the Great Depression 

and who never got over it.  My father was miserly, stingy, and bitter about life.  We never 

had much when I was a child, and it greatly troubled my dad.  His life was full of anxiety 

and fretting. He lived by the myth of scarcity and he died still bitter for the raw deal he 

felt he got in life.  But I think, too, of my mother, who also lived through the Great 

Depression, and whose experience in that time taught her not bitterness, but the virtue of 

contentment.  For my mother, being content meant learning to cultivate few needs, and 

rejoicing that, somehow, those needs were met. My mother lived with a steady 

 
4 Brueggemann. 
5 Brueggemann. 
6 Again, Brueggemann, as cited in an article by Kay Collier-Stone about an Episcopal stewardship 

conference in 1999, Episcopal News Service Release 99-064. 
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confidence in the gracious provision of God.  She nurtured that gift in my brother and me.  

In fact, it wasn’t until I was in a sophomore sociology class in college that I realized my 

family had lived below the poverty level. I never thought of my family as poor…though I 

suspect my dad rarely thought of anything else. 

 

 A few weeks ago, I came across a poem Kurt Vonnegut wrote after the death of 

his friend and fellow author, Joseph Heller.  The moment the poem describes occurred 

years earlier, after Heller’s book, Catch-22, had finished a long run on the Times best-

seller list. At Heller’s death in 2005, Vonnegut shared this short poetic tribute in the New 

Yorker: 

 

True story, Word of Honor: 

Joseph Heller, an important and funny writer 

now dead, 

and I were at a party given by a billionaire 

on Shelter Island. 

 

I said, “Joe, how does it make you feel 

to know that our host only yesterday 

may have made more money 

than your novel ‘Catch-22’ 

has earned in its entire history?” 

 

And Joe said, “I’ve got something he can never have.” 

And I said, “What on earth could that be, Joe?” 

And Joe said, “The knowledge that I’ve got enough.” 

Not bad! [Vonnegut said] Rest in peace!7 

 

 The knowledge that I have enough, he said.  There are some people, I know, for 

whom there’s never enough.  And there are those, seemingly with very little, who live as 

though their lives are literally overflowing with blessing and abundance. Which of those 

people would you say are truly rich?  What a gift it is to be free of the fear of scarcity!  

What a blessing it is to live amid gracious abundance! 

 

 In these days we are asking you to think thoughtfully and prayerfully about your 

own “generosity index,” about what you will commit next week to the life of your 

church. We sent materials late this week detailing all the important information about the 

church’s budget and giving patterns and expressing our hopes. But Christian stewardship 

at its heart is not about the church’s need for our resources; it is about our need to share 

those resources as a part of our faithful response to the generous abundance God has 

provided.  It is the part you and I are given to play in the lively, ongoing liturgy of 

abundance.  So, play it for all that you’re worth, friends; lead with your treasure and see 

what happens to your hearts. And do so in confidence that if you do, there will always be 

enough…and plenty to share.  

 
7 Kurt Vonnegut, The New Yorker, May 2005, reprinted in John C. Bogle’s Enough: True Measures of 

Money, Business, and Life, and cited by Maria Popova in her blog, Brain Pickings, December 19, 2019.  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0470398515/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0470398515/braipick-20

