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The Rev. Jennifer Brooke-Davidson has prepared outstanding weekly reflections on 
love of neighbor. They appear each Wednesday in our Lenten study. Today, on this 
Third Sunday in Lent, we will examine a few more passages from Scripture that focus 
on the mutuality of sharing among neighbors, a different dimension of practicing love 
for our neighbors.  
 
The mutuality of sharing among neighbors 
From the scriptures, part one.  
 

Gain the trust of your neighbor in his poverty,  
so that you may rejoice with him in his prosperity. 

Stand by him in time of distress, 
 so that you may share with him in his inheritance. (Sirach 22:23) 
 
For Reflection.  

Our first reading is from the ancient Jewish wisdom book called Sirach (ca. 180 BCE). 
The teacher of wisdom challenges his mainly well-to-do students preparing for 
careers as teachers and counselors1 to consider the importance of mutuality in 
sharing among neighbors. He calls them to share with their neighbors who are in 
need now, recognizing that they will one day receive some grace in return. Sirach 
suggests that they will share in the joy of their neighbors when their poverty and 
distress eventually turn to prosperity.  
 
Questions for Reflection 
• What is required to “gain the trust of someone”?  
• What are some ways you and your congregation, in your own context, might 

“gain the trust of your neighbor” in their poverty and distress?  
• How might you experience a payoff of sharing in the joy of your neighbor’s 

eventual “prosperity”?  
• In your context, how might sharing in the joy of your neighbor’s “prosperity” be 

something as small as sharing in their joy of being relieved from desperate need?  
 

Practice.  
Make a list of your nearest neighbors who are in poverty and distress. Pray for 
insight as to what it might look like to “stand by” your nearest neighbors in their 
“time of distress.” Commit to take one step forward this week according to the 

                                                
1 Daniel J. Harrington, in “Ecclesiasticus, or the Wisdom of Jesus, Son of Sirach,” p. 1458  in The New 
Oxford Annotated Bible (Fully Revised Fourth Edition, New Revised Standard Version with Apocrypha).  
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answers you receive in prayer. Reflect later on whether, or how you experienced joy 
in the encounter with your distressed neighbor.  
 

From the scriptures, part two.  
 

8:1 We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been 
granted to the churches of Macedonia; 2 for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their 
abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their 
part. 3 For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond 
their means, 4 begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the 
saints—5 and this, not merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord and, by 
the will of God, to us, 6 so that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a 
beginning, so he should also complete this generous undertaking among you. 7 Now as you 
excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love 
for you—so we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking.  

8:8 I [Paul] do not say this as a command [to you Corinthians], but I am testing the 
genuineness of your love against the earnestness of others. 9 For you know the generous act 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that 
by his poverty you might become rich. 10 And in this matter I am giving my advice: it is 
appropriate for you who began last year not only to do something but even to desire to do 
something—11 now finish doing it, so that your eagerness may be matched by completing it 
according to your means. 12 For if the eagerness is there, the gift is acceptable according to 
what one has—not according to what one does not have. 13 I do not mean that there should 
be relief for others and pressure on you, but it is a question of a fair balance between 14 your 
present abundance and their need, so that their abundance may be for your need, in order 
that there may be a fair balance. 15 As it is written, 
 “The one who had much did not have too much, 
  and the one who had little did not have too little.” (2 Corinthians 8:1-15) 
 

For Reflection.  
The apostle Paul applies here a similar kind of wisdom and reasoning as that of 
Sirach in the preceding passage. He implores his more affluent Gentile congregation 
in Corinth to support generously the financial collection he is taking up to relieve 
the poverty and suffering of the Jewish followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. 
 
Paul first reminds the Corinthians of the overflowing generosity of the churches in 
Macedonia, which include churches in the cities of Philippi and Thessalonica. Their 
example is extremely moving: even in the midst of their own poverty, while 
suffering persecution from those around them, these Gentile Christians begged Paul 
to participate in the financial collection for the poor and suffering Jewish Christians 
in Jerusalem. Paul highlights the joy experienced by the Macedonians in their 
giving, despite such otherwise adverse circumstances.  
 
When my wife and I traveled to Sudan in the summer of 2010 to teach in an 
Anglican seminary in Renk, we had a firsthand experience of generosity and joy in 
the face of real poverty and persecution. We stayed in the home of Bishop Joseph 
Garang Atem and his family, in a house with dirt floors, no running water, and no 
sewage system. Healthy fresh produce was virtually nonexistent and there was 
almost never any meat of any kind on the table. Ethnic, religious, and tribal conflict 
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were regular parts of everyday life for these beautiful and gentle people. Despite so 
many adversities, these very committed Christians showered us with generosity 
grounded in their almost unimaginable faith and joy. They considered it a privilege 
to share what little they had with two people who otherwise had so much. 
 
In the second paragraph of this passage, Paul presses his request to the Corinthians 
to be generous with their gifts to his collection effort. In v. 9 he grounds his appeal in 
the action of Christ himself: “though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, 
so that by his poverty you might become rich.” Paul’s encapsulation of the life and 
death of Christ in v. 9 serves as the foundation for urging his more prosperous 
church in Corinth to be generous in the financial aid they provide to their poor 
Christian brothers and sisters in Jerusalem.  
 
Paul’s depiction of Christ in today’s passage is virtually identical to the way he 
characterizes Christ in Philippians 2:6-9. Encouraging the Philippians to embrace 
Christ’s manner of reasoning, he summarizes that reasoning this way:  

...who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God 
as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled 
himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. 

For Paul, Jesus is always our Lord, the one who models faith and faithfulness for us in 
every context of daily life.  
 
Paul also reminds us in 2 Corinthians 8:13-15 that sharing with our neighbors is a 
matter of “fair balance” between our abundance now and the present need of our 
neighbors. At some point, says Paul in a manner reminiscent of Sirach, the shoe may 
well be on the other foot (v. 14) and the mutuality of sharing among neighbors will 
be complete.  
 
Paul concludes this portion of his appeal in 8:15. He quotes from the experience of 
the Israelites in their wilderness journey (Exodus 16:18), where Moses instructs the 
Israelites to gather only as much manna as they need for that day. Paul reminds the 
Corinthians and us to think about the crucial and related financial question: how 
much is really enough for today?  
 
Questions for Reflection 
• Identify a time when someone generously graced your life or that of your 

congregation, despite doing so from a position of poverty or affliction. In what 
concrete ways did they manifest their joy and faith as they shared material 
aspects of their lives with you? 

• Have you or your congregation ever shared your life and/or your material 
possessions with a nearby neighbor in need? If so, describe your experience of 
joy in doing so. 

• Paul characterizes Jesus as the one who willingly and generously empties 
himself of status, power and wealth to be obedient to God in the service of others 
in need. What are some concrete ways you and your congregation might follow 
the example of Jesus by serving your nearby neighbors who are suffering in 
financial need?    
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• Paul used the generosity of the poor Macedonians to inspire generosity from the 
Corinthians. When have you or your congregation been inspired to be generous 
by the example of another person or group, whose material well-being was much 
less than your own or that of your congregation?  

• As modern people in the church, we long ago discerned not to follow the 
teaching of Jesus that warns us not to build bigger and bigger barns to save for 
the future (see Luke 12:13-15). How much is enough for you and your 
congregation when it comes to saving for future? Have you established any 
limits or boundaries to your saving? What pattern have you established for being 
generous now, despite your desire to save for the future?  

 
Practice.  

Identify one concrete way you and your congregation can be generous to nearby 
neighbors in need. What will inspire you to act on your decision?   
 

Prayer.  
Gracious God, who generously sent your son Jesus Christ into the world to serve 
undeserving people in desperate need: grant us the wisdom to see the desperate 
needs of our nearby neighbors; the grace to respond generously with our own self-
giving; and the courage to do so without the common human compulsion to 
determine the worthiness of our neighbors to receive our gifts. Amen.   

 


