There was an interesting article in yesterday’s Times Picayune newspaper titled, FAITHFUL HAVEN’T STOPPED GIVING.  The article was written by Bruce Nolan, a Times Picayune Staff Writer and an acquaintance of mine.  In the article Nolan notes that although the economic news in our nation is grim, so far (“knock on wooden pew” he writes) pastors, rabbis, elders and leaders of a wide range of spiritual committees say the stress of the gathering recession has not shriveled members’ contributions.
Of special interest to me were some of the comments mentioned in the article from spiritual leaders in New Orleans.  For example, a Catholic pastor from the Westbank said, “They’re (the church people) trimming everywhere.  (They are) cutting back on gas, trimming back on Christmas presents, trimming travel plans.  But they have placed giving in a higher priority.”

A local Jewish Rabbi said, “Support for the synagogue in the Jewish community, for most people, is not viewed as discretionary.  They view it as an obligation they need to meet.”

One of my favorite quotations in the article was from a member of Franklin Avenue Baptist, where my good friend Fred Luter is the pastor.  That member said, “God doesn’t need my money, but tithing is a demonstration of commitment, a way of expressing obedience to God.”

My favorite quotation, however, was from John Pierre, the pastor of a church in our inner city whose members live with deep poverty in their lives.  Elder Pierre said, “Most give despite their poverty as a demonstration of trust.  They believe ‘He (the Lord) blessed me to have a job, but that job is not what I’m depending on.  I’m depending on the Lord.’”

That is what I believe the vast majority of Celebration members are doing during these difficult times – depending on the Lord.  And if people who live in poverty in the Central City of New Orleans can “depend upon the Lord,” all of the rest of us should want and be able to do so as well.  And what we have discovered at Celebration Church is that when we are “depending upon the Lord” and we are “faithful to the Lord in our giving,” our God will “supply all our need, according to His riches in glory through Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19).
“We Americans celebrate JESUS’ BIRTHDAY by giving ourselves presents.” Those words were spoken by Rick McKinley in another article I read in the Times Picayune newspaper in 2007.  McKinley is the pastor of the Imago Dei Community Church in Portland, Oregon, a church of about 1500 people.  He and other pastors from around the nation last year challenged their church members to spend less on Christmas gifts, and instead give relational gifts, and donate the money saved to the poor.  Last year about 491 churches from 10 nations joined these pastors and churches in their efforts to get Christians and Churches back to the real meaning and message of Christmas, which is celebrating the birth of Jesus by giving back to the Lord and to those who most need our help and support.  In response to this special emphasis, those pastors and their church members noticed that families spent more time together as they planned and gave “relational gifts,” and that Christmas was much more meaningful for those involved. 

At Celebration Church we encourage our people to give as much to the Lord at Christmas time, through our Transforming Our World Missions offering, as you would give to one of your family members for Christmas.  These Transforming Our World monies are utilized to support missionaries and missions ministries around the world, especially in 3rd world nations where people are struggling with extreme poverty and are so open to the gospel of Jesus.  Check out how our Transforming Our World Missions Offerings helps missionaries around the world on our website (www.celebrationchurch.org), and plan to give in such a way this Christmas that the Lord Jesus and many needy individuals will be blessed by your generosity and care.
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