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The practice of almsgiving is an extremely important component of salvation. Another way of
saying this is that almsgiving is salvific. One of the most repeated requests in our prayers is
that we are constantly asking the Lord for mercy. The Greek word for almsgiving (eleemosyne,
e\enpoouvn), literally translates as “mercy-giving.” During St. Paul’s third missionary journey
he spent considerable energy collecting donations for the poor of Jerusalem. Jerusalem was
the Mother Church of Christianity. Part of the suffering of the Jerusalem Church was that she
experienced great poverty and financial need. In 1 Cor. 16:1-3, St. Paul directs the Corinthian
Christians to set aside something every week for the Jerusalem Church. He tells them that he
has also directed the Christians in Galatia to do the same thing. All of this money which was
saved up was successfully delivered to the Mother Church in Jerusalem during Paul’s final
journey to Judea (Acts 24:17). In the Book of Acts (20:35) Paul admonishes the Elders of the
Church in Ephesus that Christians must help the weak. He reminds them of the Lord Jesus’
words that “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”

In Matthew 25:31-40, the Lord reveals to us how we will be judged on Judgment Day. We
learn that how we practiced almsgiving will be the main criterion which will determine how it
will be for us when we enter into eternal life. You see, almsgiving, or “mercy-giving,” being
salvific, has a huge impact on our souls, and on our hearts, and on our minds. There have
been actual scientific studies that have demonstrated that giving brings us much more peace
and happiness than receiving. Almsgiving, par excellence, when practiced freely with love,
empathy and care for others, actually makes our souls godlike, and prepares our souls for the
eternal joy that the saved will experience. In other words, it is the state of our souls that will
determine what eternal life will be like for us. Almsgiving, “mercy-giving,” prepares our souls
for the Kingdom of heaven. It cleanses us from our sins, purifies our souls, and unites us to
Christ and our fellow human beings (in the language of Holy Scripture, “our neighbors”). The
words of Jesus are very powerful when He says “As you did it to one of the the least of these
my brethren, you did it to me”, and “as you did it not to the least of these my brethren, you did
it not to me” (Matthew 25:40;45).

Almsgiving was practiced and very well understood by the Hebrew people. The Scriptural
teaching of how to give to the Temple or to the Church is called “tithing.” The word “tithing”
means one tenth. Ten percent of one’s gross income, as a minimum, was set aside for the
Temple. Many Christians understand this and practice this today. In addition, almsgiving to
the poor was and still is a huge part of the Jewish understanding of what must be done to
prepare one’s soul for salvation. There is a pious Jewish custom to keep a “righteousness
box,” or “tzedakah box” in the home. This box reminds the pious Jew to not only ask for
mercy but to practice mercy and to give alms. How can we ask from God something that we
don’t practice ourselves? Money is placed in the box on a regular basis for the poor and those
in need. It is much the same thing as the “poor box” that many churches have.

Good stewardship, when practicing mercy-giving, means to offer our “first fruits” to God. It
does not mean that we offer what is left over. Here is an illustration of good stewardship:
Every month we receive bills. Many of us have similar bills, and each of us also have bills
which are unique to us. Good stewardship means to consider our donation to the Church and
also our donation to the poor as the most important expense or “bill” in our lives. Since they
are the most important, it behooves us to offer the first portion of our paycheck for these two
“bills.” Holy Scripture, as | have said, stipulates that the donation we offer to the Church
should be, as a minimum, ten percent off the top. This is what offering our first fruits to God
means. Then we portion out the rest of our paycheck for our remaining monthly bills.
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The Church is like a human body. If one part of the body is ill or suffers, then it affects the
whole body, and the whole body suffers. If one Diocese, one parish, or one brother or sister in
Christ is suffering and in need, then we are all suffering and in need. It is our Christian duty to
help relieve their suffering and need. In today’s Gospel, a man is beaten and robbed and left
by the roadside half dead. Remarkably, two Jews, a priest, and a Levite, pass by the man on
the other side of the road. Because of their hypocritical interpretation of the Law of Moses
they offer no help to the man. Then a Samaritan passes by. The Samaritans were considered
outcasts and schismatics and were ostracized by the Jews. It is this Samaritan, ironically, who
finally offers help to the man in need.

Today we celebrate the memory of St. John Chrysostom. Here is an excerpt from this great
Father of the Church on almsgiving: “Almsgiving is the queen of virtues--she quickly raises
humans to heavenly vaults and she is the most excellent counselor: almsgiving is a great act!
That is the reason why Solomon exclaimed, "He that has a bountiful eye shall be blessed; for
he gives of his bread to the poor" (Proverbs 22:9). Aimsgiving soars over everything--it
journeys through the air, across the moon, over the sun, reaches to Heaven itself; but it does
not stop there--it stretches over Heaven too--soaring over the Angels and Archangels, over all
Heavenly Powers and presents herself before the very Throne of the King of kings!”

To paraphrase St. John, “Heaven is not cheap, for God loves men and gives to us
abundantly. Give bread and attain Paradise. Give what is of the flesh and attain that which is
spiritual. Give what is mortal and get what is immortal. With the earthly, acquire the heavenly!”
Amen!
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