Joyous Living, Joyous Giving
Week One

Unprecedented Disaster, Unprecedented Response

Consider these events:

· On September 11, 2001 terrorists hijacked three jetliners and piloted them into the World Trade Center Towers in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington D.C., and a crash in a Pennsylvania field; killing over 3000 people.

· On December 26, 2005 a giant Tsunami hit South-east Asia killing 287,000 people.  This was twelfth largest single loss of human life due to a natural disaster in recorded human history.

· In August of 2005 Hurricane Katrina was the costliest hurricane in U.S. history and the deadliest since 1928 causing the loss of 1836 lives.  Hurricane Rita followed on September 24, causing an additional $10 billion in damages. 

Since Eden, humanity has experienced disasters of one kind or another.  Even though the disasters named above might not be unprecedented in history; the scope, cost (in human lives and economic impact), and rapid succession of them seems epic in proportion.
Divide up into small groups of three or four and discuss the following questions:
Do you remember the constant round-the-clock media attention that was given to these events in the days and weeks after they occurred?

What was your reaction immediately upon discovering that these disasters occurred? 
How did your feelings change in the days that followed?  Describe your feelings. 
How did municipal emergency services respond?  Was their response adequate to the needs? 
Did you experience a compelling desire to personally help in practical ways? 
Did you find avenues through which you could help?  If so, describe them. 
Our culture has evolved in such a way that we have come to depend on official authorities and official governmental agencies to swiftly and expertly respond to unusual events, crimes, severe weather, etc.  The scope of each of these disasters was such that official agencies, no matter how prepared and professional, could not adequately meet the needs of so many who were affected.

Relief agencies and the Church rose to the occasion in often amazing ways.  Consider some of the response:

· Sager Brown warehouse is a temporary storage and shipping depot operated by UMCOR to provide relief supplies to disaster areas throughout the world.  Sager Brown is located in Baldwin, Louisiana, less than 60 miles from the largest metropolitan area hit by hurricane Katrina’s landfall on the Gulf coast.  Although the facility experienced some damage from the storm, staff and volunteers were distributing bottled water, blankets, flood buckets and sanitation kits to hurricane victims within hours of the storm.  These supplies were already in stock due to the volunteer efforts of hundreds of local churches and their small groups.

· United Methodists contributed over $24,000,000 for relief ministry efforts in response to hurricane Katrina.

· Over 10,000 volunteers served on over 1000 mission relief teams through UMCOR all along the Gulf Coast in the aftermath of hurricanes Katrina and Rita.

· Kentucky United Methodists contributed several truck loads of emergency relief supplies, which were dispatched to devastated areas on the gulf coast within hours of the storm.
While the scope of disaster seems unprecedented, at least in modern history, in many ways the outpouring public response in financial contribution and personal participation seems equally unprecedented.

What struck a chord with so many people? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Many people grew emotionally weary of the twenty-four hour per day coverage of the storm-stricken places and the predicaments of the victims.  This tragedy was being experienced relatively nearby, by people all along the economic strata, of all kinds of ethnicities and cultures, who lived in cities and towns just like ours.  Their nearness made the tragedy more real to us, because the victims were so much like us.

How did the Church give structure and opportunity to people through which they could participate in relief for victims of these disasters? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

After hours of watching, many people passionately wished that we could do something tangible to help.  The United Methodist Church, other churches, and relief agencies had an infrastructure in place that provided a vehicle for those tangible contributions.  Within a week of the storm, congregations were assembling health kits, collecting bottled water and blankets, and arranging transportation of relief supplies to distribution points like Sager Brown warehouse.   In less than a month relief teams had formed and trips were organized by emergency relief coordinators working the UMCOR to help victims face the daunting task of tearing down storm damage and preparing to rebuild.  These relief efforts are ongoing.
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Week Two
The Primary Task of the Church
Last week we considered the tremendous scope of recent disasters and the outpouring of volunteer relief from citizens around the world.  We described ways that the Church gave structure and opportunity for people to give financially and physically to the needs of the people affected.  In many ways it seems that the Church already had missions, ministries and structures in place that enabled people to start giving relief in very practical ways almost immediately.  Let’s consider why.
Please read the following Scripture passage that describes the earliest New Testament Church.

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”  (Acts 2:42-47, NIV)

This passage describes a community of believers who were united around their belief in Jesus Christ and who acted as a community in some specific ways.  The United Methodist Church Discipline describes these purposes in our statement of Primary Task. 
We make disciples as we:

Proclaim the gospel, seek, welcome and gather persons into the body of Christ; lead persons to commit their lives to God through baptism by water and the spirit and profession of faith in Jesus Christ; nurture persons in Christian living through worship, the sacraments, spiritual disciplines, and other means of grace, such as Wesley’s Christian conferencing; send persons into the world to live lovingly and justly as servants of Christ by healing the sick, feeding the hungry, caring for the stranger, freeing the oppressed, begin and becoming a compassionate, caring presence, and working to develop social structures that are consistent with the gospel, and continue the mission of seeking, welcoming and gathering persons into the community of the body of Christ.








UM Discipline ¶ 122
See if you can pick out words or phrases where these primary tasks of the church are described or implied in the Acts 2 Scripture passage:

Evangelism

_____________________________________
Worship

_____________________________________
Nurture

_____________________________________

Discipleship

_____________________________________
Missions

_____________________________________
These priorities described in the behaviors of the early Church arise from their obedience to a Command and a Commission given to us by Jesus Christ.

The Great Commandment




Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with allyour mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
-Matthew 22:37-40, NIV

The Great Commission


Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”
-Matthew 28:18-20, NIV
See if you can pick out words or phrases where these primary tasks of the church are described or implied in the Great Commandment and Great Commission passages above:

Evangelism

_____________________________________

Worship

_____________________________________

Nurture

_____________________________________

Discipleship

_____________________________________

Missions

_____________________________________

Over the past two millennia the Church has invested and developed facilities, properties, methods, and other infrastructure to help believers to carry out these primary tasks.

Name some facilities, church organizations, and ministries that give structure and opportunity for people to participate in each of the purposes described in our Primary Task:

Evangelism

_____________________________________

Worship

_____________________________________

Nurture

_____________________________________

Discipleship

_____________________________________

Missions

_____________________________________

Due to the fact that the Church is perpetually involved in carrying out the Great Commission and Great Commandment of Jesus Christ, we constantly seek to establish infrastructure to facilitate our task.  This infrastructure that gave so many people opportunity to give and serve personally in the face of such devastating disaster was established through the faithful stewardship of individual believers and their faith communities.
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Week Three
Being Connectional
Last week we considered the Primary Task of the Church.  The Church is often uniquely prepared to compassionately respond to emergency needs around the world because of this theology of purpose and because of the faithful stewardship of our people.  This stewardship takes on two forms:
Event Response Giving
These are gifts of prayers, time, talents, and money that are given in direct response to an emergency need.  Some examples are:
· As of January 2006, the United Methodist Church contributed over 24 million dollars, 10,000 volunteers, and over 1000 mission teams to Hurricane Katrina relief.

· Health Kits, Blankets, Bottled water

· VIM teams

Lifestyle Giving

These resources come from the tithes and regular offerings given to the local church on a regular basis throughout the year.  Resources from these sources make up the regular operating budgets of our local churches and our entire Conference, Jurisdiction, and General Church connection.  This type of faithful, consistent stewardship enables the Church to:

Build and maintain structures like the Sager-Brown Warehouse in Baldwin, Louisiana where emergency relief supplies are collected, stored, and shipped to places throughout the world where they are needed.

Provide lodging, food, tools and work coordination for Volunteers in Missions teams in areas where their relief work is needed.
See if your group can list other assistance and infrastructure that we are able to provide due to the faithful connectional giving of your sisters and brothers throughout The United Methodist Church. 

Some resources for you to explore are:

http://www.umcgiving.org

http://gbgm-umc.org/about/advance/
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Week Four
Living Stones

Consider this passage of Scripture from 1 Peter:
4  As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—  5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  6 For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”  7 Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,”  8 and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.” They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. 

9   But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.  10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.  

1Pet. 2:4-10, (NIV)
Notice that we Christians are to be the building blocks that make up the Church.  

First the passage tells us that we are being built into a ______________ house.  

Discuss with your group how the Church helps you to grow spiritually.  List some of the ways that your group identified:

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Next, notice that we are given a special identity as a Christian people in verse 9.  

We are a_______________ people and a royal ________________, and a ________________nation, and a people
 __________________ to God!

Now notice toward the end of verse 9 that we are built up spiritually and given this special identity for a purpose, that we may “declare the praises of him who called [us] out of darkness into his wonderful light.”
Certainly this means that we should declare our praises verbally, but there are many other ways that we might declare our praises of God, particularly to those in the world around us.  What are some of those ways?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Part of our Holy Communion celebration contains the following consecration prayer:

“Pour out your Holy Spirit on us gathered here, 

    and on these gifts of bread and wine.  

Make them be for us the body and blood of Christ, 

    that we may be for the world the body of Christ, 

    redeemed by his blood.”




   UM Book of Worship, pp. 38
Discuss the following questions in your group.

According to the Scripture passage from 1 Peter and the portion of our Communion liturgy, who is the source of grace and blessing?
Who are the receivers of God’s grace and blessings?

Both of these writings suggest that God’s work of grace and outpouring of blessing has the effect of growing and preparing us for mission in the world.  Discuss what compels you to share God’s blessings with others.
Take some time in the closing moments of your study together to share persons, situations and needs of those in your Church, surrounding community, our nation, and world who need our prayers.  

Ask someone to lead in a prayer time for these needs.  

Consider asking God to help you discern ways that you might share God’s blessings and grace with others.






