Generosity
in Community
An interview with Shane Claiborne
Giving: The theme for this issue of Giving magazine is
“Live Simply”. What does this phrase mean to you?
Shane: As Christians, living simply is what the Lord
requires of us. While contemporary North American
Christians may view living simply as a radical concept,
it is a theme that appears throughout the Bible in both
the Old and New Testaments. In Exodus 16 we find the
account of God providing manna in the wilderness for
the Israelites, including the caveats to take just what was
needed for each day except to provide for the Sabbath.
This invitation to participate in a “theology of enough”
was given to the Israelites even before Moses received the
Ten Commandments. In the New Testament we find this
theology of enough again in such places as when Jesus
invites his disciples to pray, “Give us this day our daily
bread” (Matthew 6:11, NRSV).
Over time much of the church has moved out of
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synch with “Give us this day our daily bread”. Those who
embrace a theology of enough believe that God didn’t err
either by creating too many people or too few resources,
and try to live life without taking more than they need
because others also have needs.
Giving: How do you connect living simply, generosity,
and stewardship?
Shane: From the church’s very first day, these concepts
were present and intertwined. When the Spirit fell on
Pentecost, those young Christians immediately started
sharing what they had with each other and with others
in need. Like those first Christians, generosity naturally
happens in our lives when we are born again and realize
that we are to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.
Generosity and love are complementary gifts from God.
1 Corinthians 13:3 says, “If I give away all my possessions,
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and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not
have love, I gain nothing” (NRSV). Love cannot be forced or
legislated, but must be provoked by a love of our neighbor.
I like to say, “When we truly love our neighbor as ourselves,
capitalism as we see it today won’t be possible, but
Marxism won’t be necessary. What we are talking about is a
movement of people loving their neighbors as themselves.
Jesus was not afraid to reach out and touch the poor and
marginalized. He invites us to tear down the walls that
separate us from the suffering in the world today.
Giving: How has living simply influenced your life,
especially as a founder of The Simple Way community?
Shane: Mother Teresa said, “The more we have, the less
we ARE.” Putting it another way, the more we possess,
the more we are possessed by the things we own. With
simplicity comes freedom to focus on what Jesus would
have us be, and what Jesus would have us do. Jesus
came to set us free from the clutter of our lives that we
hide behind. I try to humanize those whose lives are
intertwined with mine through what I possess. I want to
know who grows my food, who picked my coffee, and
how they were treated. And I like making stuff whenever
I can. I make my own clothes. I enjoy it, but it is also
reassuring to know that my clothes were not made using
unjust labor practices.
When we live simply we also often become more
reliant on the larger community and the common wealth
within it. The financial load becomes lighter when more
people are carrying it. With the support of the community,
people can find freedom from debt and consumerism.
They change their way of thinking from “How can I
accumulate more?” to “How can I be satisfied with less?”
In The Simple Way community, we don’t think of the
way we live as heroic, but beautiful. On a daily basis, our
security is rooted in God and God’s community.
Giving: How have you observed “living simply” around
the world?
Shane: As I’ve mentioned, for me living simply happens
best in community. For much of the world, community
is more than a choice: it is a means of survival. Yet there

are profound stories from which we can learn in these
communities. When I worked with Mother Teresa, we would
hold parties for homeless street children. We bought an
ice cream cone for one of the children on his birthday. He
immediately called all the other children to have a bite of his
ice cream cone. The best thing to do with the best things in
life is give them away—share the gifts of God—make sure
everyone gets a lick of the ice cream cone.
I live in an economically-struggling neighborhood in
Philadelphia. Eight years ago, a major fire damaged or
destroyed the homes of 800 families in our neighborhood.
Yet the Red Cross reported that no one used their shelter:
all the affected families found refuge in the homes
of neighbors.
I have discovered that neighborhoods around
the world can be economically poor and community
rich, and vice versa. In wealthier neighborhoods, the
art of community can be lost. Statistics indicate that
communities with material wealth experience higher
incidences of loneliness, depression, and suicide. Which is
the “richer” community?
Giving: What have you observed as the greatest barriers
to living simply?
Shane: In North America, living simply and living in
community have become increasingly countercultural. We
receive constant messages to be financially and socially
independent. If as Christians we want to live simply, we
need to surround ourselves with a community of good
mentors, teachers, and examples. Biblical accounts of
generosity include communities as well as individuals.
Like a living fire, we can benefit from the stirring of coals
in community to keep our generosity alive and strong
against the cultural messages we receive.
The deep inequity between the rich and poor continues
to grow. Sometimes in the North American church, we too
often focus on hot-button social issues that Jesus didn’t
say much about. He did say a great deal about poverty, the
marginalized, and how his followers should respond. A
generous church is one that reflects Christ’s ministry and
presence in the world.

Shane Claiborne is a founder and board member of The Simple Way, a faith community in inner city Philadelphia that has helped birth and connect
radical faith communities around the world. He writes and travels extensively speaking about peacemaking, social justice, and Jesus. Shane’s
books include Jesus for President; Red Letter Revolution; Common Prayer; Follow Me to Freedom; Jesus, Bombs and Ice Cream; Becoming
the Answer to Our Prayers; and his classic The Irresistible Revolution. He has been featured in a number of films including “Another World Is
Possible” and “Ordinary Radicals.” Shane’s adventures have taken him from the streets of Calcutta where he worked with Mother Teresa to the
wealthy suburbs of Chicago where he served at the influential mega-church Willow Creek, and to some of the most troubled regions of the world
such as Rwanda, the West Bank, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
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