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How much should we give?
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Your host places his New York Strip steak on his dinner plate. It just sizzles. The melted butter slides from the top, mixing with the steak juice pooling on the plate from where the fork pierced the meat. The smell of the ground peppercorns, together with the wonderful grilled aroma, fills the dining room. Your host scoots his chair to the table, but then taking a quick glance at your empty plate, embarrassed, gets up again to get your portion. With a look of satisfaction on his face, he spoons out on your plate the left-over macaroni and cheese casserole from the night before. How do you respond? Your host is eating his steak while you are eating his leftovers. 

How does God feel when we give him (and his poor) simply what is "leftover?" 

If you are still reading, please know that the point of this article is not to stir up guilt within you. Who am I to create guilt in anyone else? I have enough to concern myself with my own issues. I do hope though, to gently open up some thoughts into how we might as Christians give of our income to the Lord (and to his poor). 

Yes, most of the world's poor should be considered God's poor. They are not poor because they are lazy or because they are alcoholics. Most of the world's poor are poor because there is little or no opportunity. These are God's poor. He expects his children to help them. 

Jesus said, "It is more blessed to give than to receive." Those whose hearts are being made tender by the kingdom of God know that this is true. There is a sublime joy in giving simply to bless someone else-and if the giving can be done in secret, the joy is even more so. This sounds crazy, but only to those who have never tried it. The joy increases exponentially as we give what we cannot afford to give. 

Americans have always been a generous people. But we tend to give what we can afford-namely, our "leftovers." Scripture teaches us that God is not quite as honored by that as we might think. Certainly, it is better to give away our good used clothes than to throw them away. But what would be wrong in giving the poor brand new clothes? Yes, there are surely ways for restaurants and grocery stores to give away food that is about to go bad. Thank God for their generosity. But cannot the rest of us give away high quality food to the poor-the very same food we ourselves would enjoy? Mother Teresa of Calcutta was fond of saying that the poor do not need our pity-their greatest need is to be treated with respect and to be wanted. Suppose you were on the receiving end of charity. Would you prefer the pity of leftovers or the respect shown by real sacrifice? 

C.S. Lewis, the famous British author, was once asked how much Christians should give. He responded, "If it doesn't hurt, it is probably not enough." His response seems to me to hit dead-on the teachings of Jesus Christ. We are not invited to carefully and cautiously measure out our alms to the poor. No, instead, we are invited to die. Seriously. We are invited by our Lord to cheerfully and with a smile to God, give up EVERYTHING. Most of us, unlike St. Francis of Assisi, will be given back most of what we have just given up to God. But ownership has changed. What had been our quarters, dimes, and nickels, now belong to Jesus Christ. We save, spend, and give according to his wishes, not our own. In some ways, it then becomes much harder to be wealthy. The responsibility of managing that money for the Lord's sake can be quite burdensome. But especially here, God will show the way. 

But even with the burden of the responsibility of stewardship, there is divine joy as we give. We partake of that joy, which is inside the very being of God, as his gift to us as well as his shared likeness. God experiences constant joy because he is constantly giving-everything. Here is a story Mother Teresa told in the book, "In My Own Words". "One night, a man came to our house to tell me that a Hindu family, a family of eight children, had not eaten anything for days. They had nothing to eat. I took enough rice for a meal and went to their house. I could see the hungry faces, the children with their bulging eyes. The sight could not have been more dramatic! The mother took the rice from my hands and went out. When she came back a little later, I asked her, ‘Where did you go? What did you do?' She answered, ‘They also are hungry.' ‘They' were the people next door, a Muslim family with the same number of children to feed and who did not have any food either. That mother was aware of the situation. She had the courage and the love to share her meager portion of rice with others. In spite of her circumstances, I think she felt very happy to share with her neighbors the little I had taken her. In order not to take away her happiness, I did not take her anymore rice that night. I took her some more the following day." 

Do not give from guilt. Wait to give until you can give with desire. How might that come about? Begin now to take every little thing you do in your day and do it in love to God. Walk down your carpeted steps in love to God. Drink a cup of coffee in love to God. Rinse your dishes and place them in the dishwasher in love to God. Greet the person behind you in the grocery store line in love to God. Fill your gas tank in love to God. Read in your Bible in love to God. Write an email to a friend in love to God. In doing every little thing in your day in love to God, you will find a natural transition in giving to others. Undoubtedly there will always be an inner hesitation when giving sacrificially. I think there should be-otherwise, perhaps the gift is not a sacrifice? But in overcoming that hesitancy in love to God, giving away what we cannot afford, can then become a way of life. And the giving is not just money. Most of us more easily give money than our time. Again, though, the point is not to give what is leftover-that which we can afford. We get to give what hurts us to give. We give, planning to experience loss, unless God himself makes up for the loss (which he always does). In giving what we cannot afford, we become more and more like Jesus Christ every single day. 
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