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Sometimes it is hard for us to get inside the worldview of Jesus 
and the people who were listening to Jesus. We don’t quite get 
how radical some of what Jesus was preaching actually was. 
Partly we don’t get it because we’ve, (most of us) grown up with it. 
The words and the message are so familiar for us. The words are 
like an old comfy sweater — we hear them and think “that’s nice”. 
But that’s not how Jesus’ disciples or the crowds listening in to the 
Sermon on the Mount would have heard them. Their world and 
worldview were so different from ours that it’s hard for us to 
imagine. It would be like the difference between a fresh-water 
lake and the salty sea.  

 
The world Jesus was born into was dominated by the Roman 
Empire and by a Greek and Roman world view. That coloured 
everything — language, trade, food. You name it. A little bit like 
how in our lifetime the British Empire and the American Empire 
have dominated so much that you can travel almost anywhere in 
the world and find someone, somewhere who can speak English 
and happily take an American dollar. That’s how it was when 
Jesus walked the earth with the Roman and Greek cultures.  
 
The group of Jewish people were insignificant and small in this 
context. That’s what makes it so interesting that God would 
choose to become human in that particular place.  
 
We’ve been doing a series on the Sermon on the Mount. This 
week I hold up the passages that have to do with money. Jesus 
talks a lot about money and what our relationship to it should be. 
The passage that stood out to me was the one about giving alms: 
giving to the poor.  
 
The idea of charity, caring for and giving to the poor, was a 
foreign concept in the Greco-Roman world of Jesus and the early 
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church.  
 
There was no concept of giving to the poor. The poor were not 
even a recognized group. Giving was to the whole city or 
community, so at times of hunger or need, when there are records 
of corn being given out, everyone was given corn and everyone 
given the same amount regardless of whether they were rich or 
poor. And the Greek and Roman gods did not in any way 
encourage charity. At best, someone who was suffering and poor 
was seen as either being product of fate (and there’s nothing you 
can do about fate) or it was seen as the gods tormenting or 
punishing a person and clearly there was a reason for it. The poor 
were seen as morally inferior to the rich.  
 
There was the concept of philanthropy — that word is Greek in 
origin, but philanthropos was a generosity towards your family or 
your friends, your own people. The wealthy did give, but they 
gave for two reasons: the first was to curry favour and get 
something in return — the idea of Quid pro quo —  I scratch your 
back and you scratch mine — was strong in that society. The 
second reason you would give was for the sake of your honour 
and your reputation. So giving was done publicly and for the exact 
purpose of being seen. The Roman author, Pliny the Younger 
said: “Honour must be the consequence of generosity.” 
 
So this helps us to understand the context when Jesus said: 
“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen 
by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. 
 
“So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, 
as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that 
they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received 
their reward.

 
But when you give alms, do not let your left hand 

know what your right hand is doing, 
 
so that your alms may be 

done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you.

”
 

 
The idea of giving with no one to see or know about it would not 
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have made any sense.  
 
 As we know from the Jewish scriptures, from the first testament, 
there was a call to care for the poor. However, the number of 
times that the prophets cry out against the leaders for not caring 
for the poor and those in need gives an indication for how little it 
was practiced. It was part of Jewish theology but often, as we well 
know, there’s a gap between preaching and practicing!  
 
Giving to the poor, caring for those in need was a Jewish view, 
but it became even more a Christian view. The Christians took it a 
huge step forward because they did not just care for their own; 
they went out of their way in the early years and centuries to care 
for those who were not Christian. In the earliest phase, when the 
Church was still a Jewish movement in the early 30s CE, the 
followers of Jesus in Jerusalem appointed seven men to oversee 
the daily distribution of food among the widows in their 
community. Not much later, the Jerusalem apostles and Paul 
agreed that they would organize a large-scale collection of money 
for the poor of the Christian community in Jerusalem. This 
extended to the other cities as Christianity spread. 

  
They made caring for the poor, the widows and the orphans a 
priority. And let me tell you, there were a lot of them. Unless you 
had a family to care for you, there was no help. The need would 
have been absolutely overwhelming. And yet those early 
Christians were undeterred and waded in to help.  

 
And it made the early Christian church stand out so much from 
society. They were different. This was noticed and eventually 
Christianity influenced the culture.  
 
In 362 CE, Julian the Apostate wrote in a letter to a priest in Asia 
Minor that lots of corn should be distributed to the inhabitants of 
Galatia; one-fifth of it should be given to the poor, and the rest to 
strangers and beggars. Notably, he then adds: “For it is a shame 
that, when no Jew ever has to beg and the impious Galileans 
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[Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well, 
everyone can see that our people lack aid from us.”

1
 In other 

words they began to be influenced by the generosity of the 
Christians.  
 
Christians were the first to set up institutions to care for the sick. 
The idea of a hospital came from Christians. This reminds me of 
Rev. Donald’s recent sermon on being salt and light. Christians 
were adding flavour to the culture. They stood out, and others 
saw the light and noticed their good works.  
 
Giving time and money and valuing people, all people, was and is 
a central part of the Christian faith. Though governments have 
now taken on the role of running hospitals and schools and the 
role of caring for those who struggle through social assistance 
and ODSP, as Christians we are still called to give.  
 
Our biggest hurdle to giving is fear. Fear of not having enough. 
We see the enormity of the need and the real limitations of our 
own energy and health or financial resources.  

 
We are living in a time of inflation. We feel it at the gas pump, we 
feel it at the grocery store. And then there’s housing. We know 
how hard it is to find housing at the moment. The demand and the 
prices are high.  
 
This makes us anxious. It makes us feel insecure. The verses that 
follow immediately from You cannot serve God and wealth are the 
verses that Cathie focused on in her sermon a couple of weeks 
ago: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you 
will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will 
wear. … Look at the birds of the air. They do not sow or reap or 
store away into barns and yet your father in heaven provides for 
them.”  

 

                                    
1. https://aeon.co/essays/the-poor-might-have-always-been-with-us-but-charity-has-

not 
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I am glad that Cathie focussed on that part of the scripture. 
People have called us the ‘anxious generation’ and I for one 
resemble that comment! It is good that we focused a whole 
service on the topic of worry, but it also fits into today’s topic  
when it comes to giving. Because one of the things we worry 
about most is having enough. As much as the culture has 
changed from Jesus’ day, a lot about human nature has not. I 
have no doubt that the disciples and the crowds listening were 
worried about not having enough.  

 
Jesus wants us to put our security in God and not in money or in 
anything else. I’m not talking about a prosperity gospel — that’s 
almost the opposite. A prosperity gospel says that if you get close 
to God, God will reward you with wealth. That’s the opposite of 
what Jesus was saying. 
 
When we are rooted, and secure in knowing that God sees us, 
knows us — knows where we struggle, knows our financial 
worries, when we are secure in God’s love, that’s when we can 
give and give without fear.  

 

I read an Ode in the Atlantic magazine that caught my 
attention around giving, written by James Parker.  
 

It’s primal, it’s biblical, it’s the moral physics of the universe 
in action: The have meets the have-not. In the 
subway, on the street, at the traffic light, along the 
underpass, anywhere in America. What happens 
next? 

You, patently, have. Warmth, comfort, accessible hygiene, 
a fridge, a place to go, a buffer or two against 
intolerable pressure. The person in front of you, 
patently, has not. A look suffices to tell you that. 
Their lack imprints itself upon your abundance. 
And they’re asking you for money. Do you give it? 
Should you? Must you? Do you want to? 

We can dispense immediately with the traditional 
canard: They’ll only spend it on drugs. What a 
pernicious mingling of Ayn (eye-n) Randian screw-
’em-ism and liberal faux concern. Maybe they will 
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spend it on drugs. Or maybe they’ll spend it on a 
new copy of William James’s The Varieties of 
Religious Experience, to replace the one that 
disappeared when their campsite of two years 
was deconstructed—in their absence—by park 
rangers. The point is, how they spend it is none of 
your business. 

Let’s get back to the encounter itself. Awkward, isn’t it? The 
system of which you are a functioning part has 
thrown the person before you into a transparent 
condition of penury and exile. Perhaps you feel a 
flickering of shame. And then a flickering of 
annoyance at the flickering of shame. Jesus 
Christ, their hands are out and their tin cups are 
rattling—why can’t they leave you alone? 
Affluence is no picnic. You have a prescription to 
refill, a phone to upgrade, a car to get repaired. 
This pullulating need—it’s too much. 

Here’s my tip: If you’re temperamentally indisposed, keep 
your money. A penny given a poor man 
“grudgingly,” wrote the French Catholic mystic 
Léon Bloy, “pierces the poor man’s hand, falls, 
pierces the earth, bores holes in suns, crosses the 
firmament and compromises the universe.” So 
don’t do that. 

But if you are inclined to give, then give wholeheartedly. Not 
for charity, not for empathy, not for any groaning 
abstraction, but that the divine economy of giving 
might circulate through you unobstructed. Through 
your glands and through your veins. The person 
before you needs money, and you need to give it. 
Unplug the wellspring of life, and hand it over. 

 

This article appears in the April 2022 print edition. 
James Parker is a staff writer at The Atlantic 

 

Giving is not meant to be a duty but something that flows freely 
and is rooted in love. I love the picture of this ode because the 
author is right, we need to give. This isn’t just duty. There is 
something about giving that is the heart of living. The heart of the 
River of Life.   

* * *  

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/toc/2022/04/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/james-parker/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/james-parker/

