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Dear Friends

In 2011, the parishes, schools and chaplaincies of the Diocese of St Albans set off on a
shared journey of Living God’s Love. From the outset, we believed that it was important
for our journey to be undergirded by prayer, so we have been encouraging people across
the diocese to join together in our Living God’s Love prayer:

                                 Living God,
                                 Draw us deeper into your love;
                                 Jesus our Lord,
                                 send us to care and serve;
                                 Holy Spirit,
                                 make us heralds of good news.
                                 Stir us, strengthen us,
                                 teach and inspire us
                                 to live your love
                                 with generosity and joy,
                                 imagination and courage;
                                 for the sake of your world
                                 and in the name of Jesus,
                                 Amen.

As we pray these words, we ask that the Holy Spirit would inspire us – both as
individuals and as God’s Church in Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire – with generosity,
joy, imagination and courage. But what does that look like? How might our lives
demonstrate these qualities? And how do these qualities reflect Christian Scripture and
tradition?

This accessible course considers these questions. It can be used either by individuals or
small groups, during Lent or at any time of year. I warmly commend it to you, and pray
that God will use it to help us become more fruitful in our Living God’s Love journey.

Introduction
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Format

This course is divided into five sessions which may be studied over the five weeks of Lent. However,
the course is not intended solely for Lent and would be suitable for use at other time in the Church’s
year. Each of the first four session takes one of the qualities mentioned in the Living God’s Love prayer:
generosity, joy, imagination and courage.  The final session looks at the context in which these qualities
are set: “to live your love … for the sake of the world”.

There is probably too much material in each session to consider it all. It is intended that different
people and groups will choose to focus on those aspects that help them most. With that in mind,
each session is divided into a number of sections:

1.      An opening story sets the scene and helps to put the theme into context. Some of 
        these are the personal experiences of the contributors, while others are the accounts of 
        famous people from history.

2.      Some comments and observations give some definition to the quality being 
        described and draw out some initial points.

3.      A sections entitled Christian belief shows how the particular quality fits with the 
        doctrines that underpin our faith.

4.      Some suggestions for Bible study show where these ideas are explored and expanded 
        in the Scriptures. Three Bible passages are suggested for each session, but it may be wise 
        not to attempt a detailed analysis of them all if time is limited.

5.      A response section gives some ideas for prayer or practical action as a result of the 
        session.

6.      Throughout each study a number of questions are given to guide your thinking.  Again, 
        not every question will be equally relevant to each individual or group.

Contributors
Alan Smith – Bishop of St Albans

Richard Atkinson – Bishop of Bedford
Michael Beasley – Bishop of Hertford
Jeffery John – Dean of St Albans

Tim Bull – Diocesan Director of Ministry
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Generosity
To live your love with 

Opening Story
This is from an account told by a British soldier who have been taken captive by the Japanese during
the SecondWorld War.

                    Further on, we were shunted on to a railway siding for a lengthy stay.  We found 
                    ourselves on the same track with several carloads of Japanese wounded. They were 
                    on their own and without medical care. No longer fit for action, they had been 
                    packed into railway trucks which were being returned to Bangkok.
                    They were in a shocking state; I have never seen men filthier. Their uniforms were 
                    encrusted with mud, blood and dirt. Their wounds, sorely inflamed and full of pus, 
                    crawled with maggots.  We could understand now why the Japanese were so cruel to 
                    their prisoners. If they didn’t even care for their own, why should they care for us?
                    The wounded men looked at us forlornly as they sat with their heads resting against 
                    the carriages waiting for death. They had no one to care for them. These were the 
                    enemy, more cowed and defeated than we had ever been.  Without a word, most of 
                    the officers in my section unbuckled their packs, took out part of their food rations 
                    and a rag or two, and, with water canteens in their hands went over to the Japanese 
                    train to help them. 
                    Our guards tried to prevent us, shouting at us. But we ignored them and knelt by the 
                    side of the enemy to give them food and water, to clean and bind up their wounds, to 
                    smile and say a kind word. Grateful cries of ‘Aragatto!’ (‘Thank you!’) followed us 
                    when we left.  An Allied officer from another section of the train had been taking it 
                    all in. ‘What fools you all are!’ he said to me. ‘Don’t you realize that those are the 
                    enemy?’
                                 (Extract from Ernest Gordon; Bridge on the River Kwai)

Questions
        1.  What is your reaction to this story?

        2.  Have you experienced remarkable generosity?

        3.  What effect does generosity have on those who give and on those 
            who receive?
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Comments and Observations
Ernest Gordon’s account raises an important question, not least to people bought up with a belief in
the ‘survival of the fittest’.  Why should I be bothered to help anyone in need, especially if they are
my enemy? The obvious thing is to leave them to die. Yet examples of generosity and compassion are
admired when we hear about them.

One of the hallmarks of the first Christian communities was the practice of generosity with one
another.  We see an example of this in the behaviour of Jesus’ disciples following the Day of Pentecost:

                     43 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the 
                apostles. 44 All who believed were together and had all things in common; 45 they would 
                sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.
                46 Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at 
                home  and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having the 
                goodwill of all the people.  And day by day the Lord added to their number those who 
                were being saved.

The American scholar, Rodney Stark, has studied altruism and generosity in the first few centuries
of the church. Having reviewed masses of ancient sources, he wrote:

                The power of Christianity [in the first few centuries] lay not in its promise of other-
                worldly compensations for suffering in this life, as has so often been proposed [but 
                rather, it initiated a] rapidly spreading awareness of a faith that delivered potent 
                antidotes to life’s miseries here and now! The truly revolutionary aspect of Christianity 
                lay in moral imperatives such as ‘Love one’s neighbour as oneself ’, ‘Do unto others as 
                you would have them do unto you’, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’, and 
                ‘when you did it to the least of my brethren, you did it unto me’. These were not just 
                slogans. Members did nurse the sick, even during epidemics; they did support orphans, 
                widows, the elderly, and the poor; they did concern themselves with the lot of slave. In 
                short, Christians created, ‘a miniature welfare state in an empire which for the most 
                part lacked social services’.                                 
                                 Stark, R; Cities of God; San Francisco; Harper; 2006; p. 30-31

Questions
        4.  Suppose your church decided to live like this.  What would be the 
             benefits? What would make it difficult?



6

Throughout history Christians have been at the forefront of founding hospitals and schools, not just
in this country but across the world. In recent decades Christians have played a major role in the
foundation of hospices for the care of the terminally ill and dying.  Allied to this are the numerous
charities such as food banks, credit unions, youth and children’s groups, lunch clubs and Street Pastors
which are to be found in most areas of our diocese today. In addition a great deal of money is given
away by our churches to charities – over £2.2m last year alone. 

Christian Belief
This commitment to generous service is rooted in the Christian doctrine of creation. Theologians
down through the ages have taught that God the Holy Trinity is perfect and complete in himself (Acts
17:25). They’ve sometimes used a rather odd word to describe this: aseity.  This means that God
doesn’t need anything at all, not even human beings.

Now we know that God is love (1 John 4:8, 16) and love needs something to be loved. So God
(because he is complete) doesn’t need humans, and yet God (who is love) does need something to
love. Isn’t there a contradiction here? Well there would be if God were one – a single individual person.
But God is a Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and within the Trinity there is a perfect giving,
receiving and sharing of love. So why, then, did God create the world and humankind? 
He did so out of his very nature of loving generosity. He desires to have a world on which to
lavish his love.

So even though God is sufficient in himself, out of sheer love and generosity He chose to create the
world. This same love and generosity is seen most clearly in the life, teaching, suffering death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. This is the ultimate example of God’s generosity – ‘God so loved the
world that he gave his only Son’ (John 3. 16).

Questions
        5.  Would people in your community describe your church as generous? 
             What would make them give this answer?

Questions
        6.  Which aspects of creation do you find the most inspiring, amazing or 
             astonishing?

        7.  When you look at the created world where do you most clearly see 
             God’s generosity?

        8.  Where do you see generosity in the life of Jesus?
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Bible Study
The Bible contains many stories about generosity, among these are:

                The anointing at Bethany Luke 14.2-9

                The labourers in the vineyard Matthew 20.1-16

                Encouragement to generous giving 2 Corinthians 9. 6-15

Response
Basil the Great (330–379 AD) wrote the following:

                Are you poor? There is someone much poorer than you are. You have enough bread for 
                ten days; another has enough for one.  As a good and kind hearted person, make your 
                surplus equal by distributing it to the needy. Do not shrink from giving of the little you 
                have; do not treat your own calamity as if it is worse than the common suffering.  
                Even if you possess only one loaf of bread, and the beggar stands at the door, bring one 
                loaf out of the storeroom and, presenting it to the hands lifted up towards heaven, offer 
                [your] merciful and considered prayer.

Conclude by praying the Living God’s Love prayer, thinking especially of generosity.

Questions
         9.   What do these passages tell us about attitudes to generosity?

       10.   How can we learn from them?

Questions
      11.    What is your prayer when confronted by the needs of others?

      12.    What practical acts of generosity could you perform as a church
               and as an individual?


