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Introduction 

It is an honor and a privilege to be invited to serve as your Keynote Speaker at this 141st 

Annual Meeting of the Connecticut Conference of the United Church of Christ. I come to you 

today from Indianapolis where I have served for the past 10 years as the Conference Minister for 

154 congregations comprising some 34,000 members of the Indiana-Kentucky Conference, 

United Church of Christ. 

 It is also propitious, as a member of the Red Sox Diaspora, to return at this point in the 

baseball season, to that part of the country that understands itself to be home to the Red Sox 

nation, although I do understand that there are some unfortunate divided loyalties here in 

Connecticut! Actually, I have some stake in every state in New England. My family first settled 

in Maine in the 17th century, I was born in Providence, Rhode Island and then lived most of my 

school years in Massachusetts where my mother still resides. I attended church camp in New 

Hampshire and went to college in Vermont. The only New England state that I did not have a 

direct connection to was Connecticut. That is, until this past July when my daughter moved to 

Manchester, Connecticut where she is a teacher in the Manchester High School. So thank you for 

making it possible for me to return home! 

 In response to your Annual Meeting theme of “Nurturing Generosity,” the title of my 

address this morning is “From the Myth of Scarcity to the Reality of Abundance.” “From the 

Myth of Scarcity to the Reality of Abundance.” For the past 26 years I have had the opportunity 

to work with hundreds of churches in annual stewardship campaigns, planned giving and capital 

campaigns, If committees and their members are being really honest with me when I begin a 

consulting relationship, the opinion of the church and the committee responsible for generating 

funds is that they are operating from a position of scarcity. The glass is almost always half 

empty. And there are ample pieces of evidence to back up that conclusion. While the evidence 
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varies in each situation, it is not unusual to discover that resources have been scarce for a number 

of years or there was some sort of a failed financial campaign or that the congregation simply 

assumed they could not generate more resources and therefore never really tried. 

 However, if this congregation truly wants to generate increased financial support and is 

not in a conflictual situation, the chances are two in three that they will absolutely surprise 

themselves with an abundance of financial resources that they had either assumed were not there 

or would not be contributed. One of the joys of this work is to see the smiles and the looks of 

surprise as congregations generate financial support beyond what they thought was their 

capability. 

• You need to know that the last thing I ever envisioned myself doing was helping 

congregations generate financial resources. As an SOB – son of a banker – I wanted 

absolutely nothing to do with money. But the God that I serve has a mellifluous sense of 

humor! My first experience with encountering abundance in the midst of scarcity was in my 

first church in Nashville, Tennessee. This was a congregation that almost died and managed 

to survive for 4 or 5 years with about 40 members most of whom were students at Vanderbilt 

University. Therefore, you can imagine my surprise, when we conducted a capital campaign 

to build a new sanctuary that this group of students and teachers pledged an amount 60% 

over what a professional had predicted could be pledged! And not only did they pledge it, but 

they paid it and much more! It was at that point that I got what I have subsequently described 

as “seats pant religion.” We weren’t dealing with theory any more, we were dealing with 

fact. It was that experience that helped me to understand that if a congregation believes it is 

engaged in God’s mission, there are almost no limits to what it can do.  

• I will never forget my experience with St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in Evansville, 

Indiana. As a congregation of over 700 members the church desperately needed to restore an 

associate pastor position. However, the congregation had suffered from years of flat giving 
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during which time inflation had eroded the church’s ability to maintain additional staff. What 

were they to do? I was invited to help them with their annual pledge drive. The leadership 

was desperate enough that they agreed to three conditions. First, they would involve their 

most committed members to lead the campaign. Secondly, they would actually talk about 

money and faith. And finally, the leadership of the congregation would have to pledge 

sufficiently to challenge the congregation. Actually, the leadership pledged six times in a 

row. Each of the first five times they looked at the cumulative increase in their pledges and 

came to the conclusion that is was not enough to really challenge the congregation. Only 

when the leaders pledged to increase their accumulative giving by 55% did they think they 

were ready to challenge the congregation. And the congregation responded marvelously with 

an over all 48% increase in giving! 

• And then there was the case of First Congregational United Church of Christ in Shrewsbury, 

Massachusetts. Coming from central Massachusetts myself, it is my contention that there is 

something in the water there that makes people unusually prudent and financially thrifty. And 

the Shrewsbury Church was a case in point. At that time they had an endowment of under 

$100,000, an unusually small amount for a church of over 1000 members. It was the opinion 

of their church officers at the time that their members had very limited accumulated assets 

and that there was not much likelihood that they would share them with the church. Their 

new pastor felt otherwise. He understood that in this mindset of scarcity there was actually an 

abundance of financial resources. And he did something very simple. He quietly but 

repeatedly invited people to give to the endowment fund. And 10 years later the endowment 

fund of First Congregational Church, UCC in Shrewsbury has assets of well over 1 million 

dollars. 

These are but three of many, many examples I could share with you of churches that truly  
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believed they were in a position of weakness and were astounded to discover that they were 

actually agents of strength. It is the “aha” experience of leadership when you truly understand 

what you can do. And for those of you who would like to learn your own congregation’s 

potential for growth in giving, I invite you to stay for my workshop following this address. 

New Title 

 In spite of my experience and my optimism about the reality of God’s abundance, the 

economic events of the last three weeks, taking place not only in our country but around the 

world, have led me to rethink and reshape my remarks to you this morning. It is, indeed, a 

strange but, oddly enough, propitious time, to be addressing the topic of “Nurturing Generosity” 

with any UCC conference, never mind the Connecticut Conference, whose members, I suspect, 

more than those in other conferences, have been affected by the recent drop in the stock market 

and the liquidity crisis. Therefore, I would like to make a slight, but I think significant, change in 

the title of this address. Instead of calling it “From the Myth of Scarcity to the Reality of 

Abundance,” I choose to call it: “From the Fear of Scarcity to the Reality of Abundance.” From 

the fear of scarcity… 

Presence of Fear 

 Fear. As you all know, the signs of fear are all about us. Two weeks ago, during the first 

week of the financial crisis, I had a two hour layover in Midway Airport in Chicago. During that 

two hour period no less than six different people walked up or turned to me and, out of the blue, 

asked “Have you heard any news about the market?”  

 A stockbroker, who is a member of our Board of Directors, was relaying a typical call 

that he received two weeks ago from a long term client with substantial investments in the stock 

market. The client said in a panicked voice, “Bill get me out of the market; get it all out of the 

market!” He replied, “Do you really want me to take ALL of your stock out? You are going to 

have to pay a commission on each and every sale to get out and then to get in again. And we’ll 
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probably be buying for about the same price.” And she responded, “You’re not listening! Get it 

out. Get it all out now!!” 

 Based on a much longer trajectory than the last three weeks, all of the wider church 

leadership in the United Church of Christ has had new training in fund raising in which they 

learned that Christian giving to all denominations – ALL denominations – is waning, leaving 

congregations vulnerable to economic uncertainty. Consider just three sets of statistics: 

• In 1966, 51% of all charitable dollars went to religion. In 2005, it was 36%. 

• For Evangelicals, per member giving to congregations had declined 27% since 1968. 

• From 1963 to 2003 there has been a 25% decline in religious giving as a percentage of 

personal income. 

While overall philanthropic giving has steadily increased over the last two decades, the number 

of 501c3 institutions has ballooned, increasing the competition and decreasing the percentage 

and overall dollars to religious institutions, especially local churches. 

Finally, in his book, The Earth is Flat, Thomas Friedman has a chapter entitled “Dirty Little  

Secrets,” in which he documents the good news that globalization is likely to result in an 

improved standard of living for the peoples of 2nd and 3rd world countries. But because of the 

sense of entitlement to the wealth in which we and our children live, it is likely to do so at the 

expense of the standard of living of European countries as well as the United States. 

 Anxiety and fear. Not only do they not contribute to an environment conducive for 

nurturing generosity, but in my experience they tend to dampen giving just at a time when it is 

needed most. And so the real question before us today is “How do we nurture generosity in a 

culture that is fearful of scarcity.” How do we nurture generosity in a culture that is fearful of 

scarcity? And as it is our custom as Christians, let us turn to the Biblical text and see what he has 

to say in response to our situation. 
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The Bible and Scarcity and Abundance 

 Lest we think this fear of scarcity is something new, something that is confined to the 

increased materialism of the 21st century, Walter Brueggemann, noted UCC Old Testament 

Professor, reminds us that fear that there will not be enough is a prevalent response throughout 

the history of the Christian experience and is directly linked to our history as a Biblical people. 

But whereas fear and anxiety mark our response as human beings, the God behind all of creation 

is one of overwhelming, breathtaking abundance and generosity! 

 In an article entitled, “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity,” Brueggemann 

tells us that “the Bible starts out with a liturgy of abundance. Genesis 1 is a song of praise for 

God’s generosity. It tells how well the world is ordered. It keeps saying, ‘It is good, it is good, it 

is good, it is very good.’ It declares that God blesses – that is, endows with vitality – the plants 

and the animals and the fish and the birds and humankind…..And as you know, the creation ends 

in Sabbath. God is so overrun with fruitfulness that God says, “I’ve got to take a break from all 

this. I’ve got to get out of the office for a day!” 

 It is this sense of fruitfulness and abundance that dominates Genesis all the way from the 

1st until the 47th chapter. “It is in that 47th chapter,” Brueggeman tells us that “Pharaoh dreams 

that there will be a famine in the land. So Pharaoh gets organized to administer, control and 

monopolize the food supply. Pharaoh introduces the principle of scarcity into the world 

economy. For the first time in the Bible, someone says, ‘there’s not enough. Let’s get 

everything.’” 

 “By the end of Genesis 47,” Brueggemann concludes, “Pharaoh has all the land except 

that belonging to the priests, which he never touches because he needs somebody to bless him. 

The notion of scarcity has been introduced into biblical faith. The Book of Exodus records the 

contest between the liturgy of generosity and the myth of scarcity – a contest that still tears us 

apart today “ (Christian Century, March 24-31, 1999, pp. 342-343) 
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 I do believe that we are right now living in what can be called a “Pharaoh” moment. “In 

the memory of Israel,” Brueggemann continues, “Pharaoh is famine-driven, always worried 

about lack of crops and loss of food, always gathering and storing to have enough.” Pharaoh is 

afraid that there won’t be enough! But in response, God says to the Israelites and to us, “I am the 

God who defeated Pharaoh, who eliminated the policies of the Pharaoh, who overcame the 

scarcity of Pharaoh, and who nullified the anxiety of Pharaoh. The choice for Israel (and us) is 

the either/or of Pharaoh or the God of manna,” the God who provided just enough manna to feed 

the Hebrews in the wilderness and promises to always provide enough for all. (The Word That 

Redescribes the World, W. Brueggemann, pp. 159-160) In words attributed to Gandhi, “God 

always provides enough to meet human need. God can never provide enough to meet human 

greed.” 

 Not only do we worship a God who transcends our fears of scarcity by continually 

creating enough to meet human need, but we also worship a God who has the imagination to 

suggest and invite us to participate in what Israel knew as a Sabbatical Year and the Year of 

Jubilee. A Sabbatical Year refers to the provision in the book of Leviticus that every seventh 

year the land will take a Sabbath – it will rest. “After six years of sowing, pruning and gathering 

the land of the field was for the poor to glean and what remained was for the beasts. To quiet 

fears of privation the Israelites were assured by the Lord that the sixth year would provide 

enough for three years.” (The New Bible Dictionary, p. 1111) 

 But then after the seventh Sabbatical Year came the Year of Jubilee. Now of all the acts 

of justice that we attribute to God, none are as sweeping in their scope as that of the Year of 

Jubilee. In the 50th year, after observing seven Sabbatical Years, not only was all of the land to 

lie fallow, but each Israelite was to return all property to its original owners or their heirs. 

Whether or not you were one of the top 500 wealthiest millionaires, in the Year of Jubilee the 
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playing field was leveled. All property was to be given back in a massive act of redistribution. 

Whether winner or loser, all would be given the opportunity to start over again.  

 Now about this concept, one of Walter Bruggemann’s students asked him if he knew of 

any society within or outside of Israel that ever practiced the Sabbatical Year and the Year of 

Jubilee. Brueggemann is reported to have answered that unfortunately he did not, but that really 

was not the point. “Can you conceive,” said Brueggemann, “of a God with the kind of 

imagination and grace to even conceive of two concepts like the Sabbatical Year and the Year of 

Jubilee?” 

 It is this God, the God who defeated Pharaoh and who created manna, who had the 

inclination and imagination to conceive of the Sabbatical Year and the Year of Jubilee, who then 

spoke through his son these words in the Gospel of Matthew. And I want you to listen carefully, 

especially in the light of what we have experienced in the last three weeks, to these words of 

Jesus: “Therefore, I bid you put away anxious thoughts about food and drink to keep you alive, 

and clothes to cover your body. Surely life is more than food, the body more than clothes. Look 

at the birds of the air; they do not sow and reap and store in barns, yet your heavenly Father 

feeds them. You are worth more than the birds! Is there a person among you who by anxious 

thought can add a foot to his height? And why be anxious about clothes. Consider how the lilies 

grow in the fields; they do not work, they do not spin; and yet, I tell you, even Solomon in all his 

splendor was not attired like one of these……How little faith you have! No, do not ask 

anxiously, ‘What are we to eat? What are we to drink? What shall we wear? All these are things 

for the heathen to run after, not for you…….Set your mind on God’s kingdom and his justice 

before everything else, and all the rest will come to you as well.” (Matt. 6: 25-34) 

 What Jesus is saying is that the God of all creation showers abundance and generosity 

upon us more than we can think or imagine! And since God also tells us in Genesis that we are 

created in God’s image – that we are quite literally a “chip off the old block” – it is our role in 
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creation to extend to those in need with the same generosity and abundance of our creator God, 

thereby insuring that all of God’s creation will have enough. But when we find ourselves acting 

in Pharaoh’s image rather than God’s, there is a very different outcome. 

 The story is told about a National Geographic photographer who was filming in a 3rd 

world country and was appalled by the poverty of the people and especially the malnutrition of 

the children. Cynically he looked at people who were leaving a worship service held in a grass 

hut church. His eyes were attracted to a little girl who was one of the worshipers. He said to her, 

“Do you believe in God.” “Yes,” she answered. “Does God love you?” he asked. Again she said, 

“Yes.” “Then why,” the photographer pursued, “does God allow your village and people to be so 

poor?” To which the little girl replied, “God asked many people for food and clothes for us, but 

they must of all said no.” 

 “How do we nurture generosity in a culture that is fearful of scarcity.” We remember that 

in the Biblical tradition the opposite of love is not hate, but fear, and that “perfect love casts out 

all fear.” In the face of the fear of scarcity we are called to do two things that at first appear 

utterly powerless, but in reality, can change the world: we are to love the Lord our God with all 

our heart, with all our soul, with all our strength and with all our mind. And like unto it, we are 

to love our neighbor as ourselves. When we take these two commandments with utter 

seriousness and when we actually do these two commandments: we witness the abundance and 

generosity of the God revealed in Jesus Christ. 

The Role of the Church 

 Moving from the fear of scarcity to the reality of abundance. The laboratories, of course, 

for encountering this God of abundance are to be found in each one of our local churches. In one 

way or another, at the center of the mission of each of our congregations, is the knowledge that 

what we are about – or what we ought to be about – is to help people experience the love and 

grace of this generous God revealed in Jesus Christ. And in the spirit of the Year of Jubilee our 
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churches also understand that the second part of their mission is to love their neighbors as 

themselves by redistributing food to those who are hungry, a place to sleep to those who are 

homeless, medical care to those who are ill, love and care to those who have been abandoned or 

abused, and advocacy that addresses the root causes of all these social injustices. When 

congregations are true to that mission, they can see the fruits of God’s abundance. 

 But when churches fail to make the first and second commandments come alive in their 

communal life, the result is very different. Consider the true story of a congregation in the 

Massachusetts Conference. Like so many of our congregations in New England, this was a white 

clapboard building with a tall steeple located right on the town green in the center of a small city. 

For years the church had been in decline. Attendance and offerings had stagnated. Worship was 

less than vibrant and the church had insulated itself from its surrounding neighborhood and 

provided no outreach for its neighbors whose color and class were very different from their own.  

 A new pastor was called. After experiencing the congregation for about a month or so, 

the pastor decided to conduct an experiment. She noticed that each morning the shadow from the 

church steeple crossed over the Post Office which was located nearby to the church. So for three 

days she went to the Post Office between 7:00 – 9:00 a.m. in the morning and she interviewed 

people as they entered the Post Office. Pointing to the church, she asked people, “Do you know 

what that building is?” To her amazement, and to the congregation’s as well, 90% of the people 

entering the Post Office did not know. 

 Here was a building – a substantial building at that – that was at the center of the city’s 

geography, whose mission and identity was unknown to 90% of the citizenry. Like many of our 

congregations, it had inherited its identity from a time long past and felt a sense of entitlement in 

the community. But it had long ago stopped trying to be recognized for the generosity of the God 

it worshipped and for the generosity with which it loved its neighbors. 
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 Compare that Massachusetts congregation to one of our other congregations in central 

Alabama that was a part of the Southeast Conference in the mid 1970’s. This was a small 

congregation with a part-time licensed minister and with not more than 40 people at worship. In 

mid April a front of about 200 miles of thunderstorms swept across the state, spawning nearly 90 

tornadoes. The loss of life was horrific. Over 100 people were killed, houses were destroyed, 

trailers tossed like sticks and scores more people injured.  

 On the following day our little church had its traditional Wednesday night worship 

service. And as the church was preparing to worship, one of the newest members stood up and 

said, “Now I think I’ve been taught that we need to love our neighbor as ourselves. And I think 

we need to do something to help all the people affected by these tornadoes” And so he made two 

motions. His first motion was that on the next day that they approach the local bank and get a 

mortgage for their church building whose mortgage had just been paid off. He figured they could 

get a $75,000 mortgage. Well, that got everybody’s attention. His second motion was that they 

take the $75,000 and go over and rent the Montgomery Coliseum and schedule a night for 10 

“sanging groups” to sing. (Now for those of you who don’t know what a “sanging group” is, it’s 

one of those quartets you see on TV in paisley suits singing such favorites as “Drop Kick Me 

Jesus Through the Goal Posts of Life” and other favorites. Now he had the congregation’s full 

attention! 

 Well, we couldn’t believe it when we heard that this little church had mortgaged their 

church building that they had just finished paying for and rented the Montgomery Coliseum. And 

instead of getting 10 “sanging groups,” they got 15. And they filled that coliseum and at 20 

dollars a person, they raised over $200,000 dollars, paid back their mortgage and were able to 

give $125,000 dollars to people who had lost everything. 

 Moving from the fear of scarcity to the reality of abundance. From time to time when I 

am teaching or consulting, I will have someone say to me, “All the church ever does is ask for 
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money!” Have you ever heard that? My response is to say back to the person, “You are 100% 

correct! And let me tell you why! Until the day comes that there are no children being abused in 

this community – until the day that there are no families in turmoil – until the day that no elders 

are being taken advantage of – there is work for the church to do. And the fuel for that work is 

money. And, by the way, I have a pledge care and do I have a great opportunity for you!” 

 “How do we nurture generosity in a culture that is fearful of scarcity?” We do it  - to 

borrow a phrase from the evangelist Billy Sunday – by helping the people in our churches to 

“tangibilitate” the two greatest commandments. What is it about your worship, or Bible study or 

faith sharing that is so exciting and fulfilling that you can’t help but tell your friends and 

neighbors about it and invite them to experience it? What is it that you do for your neighbors that 

is so spiritually rewarding and fulfilling that it just makes you feel warm all over and causes the 

members of your congregation joyfully to great acts of generosity? 

 When the church takes its mission seriously and enthusiastically, when it engages with 

our God who can and does make a way out of no way, what we will and do witness is the reality 

of God’s abundance that overflows in amazing acts of generosity. 

Practical Steps 

 How do we move from a fear of scarcity to the reality of God’s abundance? Of the many, 

many strategies, let me suggest three initiatives that I am sure some of the churches represented 

here already practice. And the first is to recognize that the most important thing about giving is 

not what it does for your church, but what it does for your givers. The most important thing 

about giving is not what it does for your church, but what it does for your givers.  

 Several years ago I was the director for a capital campaign in one of our churches. And 

on the night of the first training session I was mis-introduced as a lay person. So I got to be a lay 

person incognito. At the break time a couple approached me and asked if they could talk to me. 

They said, “You know, we just joined this church six months ago and neither of us have ever 
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been a member of a church before. Well, nobody talked to us about giving and so we have been 

giving $5 a week. We then got roped into visiting in this capital campaign. And as we have 

gotten to know some of the other members, we suspect they give considerably more.” And then 

the woman said to me, “Do you think we should give more?” 

 Now, I was like a kid in a candy store. I said, “Yes.” “How much do you think we should 

give,” she replied. I asked them if they really wanted to talk about this and when they said they 

did I invited them into the sanctuary because giving is not a money issue, it is really a faith issue. 

I sat in the pew in front of them and said, “I think there are many different ways to think about 

this. Would it be ok if I shared the journey my wife and I have taken on this issue – not that it is 

the right one – but it will give you an example of at least what one other couple has done.”  

 They said that was ok. So I shared with them how we approached this from different 

perspectives when first married, but finally found our level. I shared with them the percentage of 

our income we started with in our early marriage. Then I shared with them our current income, 

how much we give to both the church and outside the church and what percentage of our income 

that represents.” They asked me, “How much do you think we should give?” I asked them what 

their income was and they told me. And then I said to them, “I’ll tell you an amount that will be 

just right for you.” 

 Now it got very quiet in that sanctuary. I said, “Tonight when you go home I want the 

two of you to talk about this and pray about it. And tomorrow night, before you come to the 

second night’s training, I want you to go in the bathroom and look in the mirror. If you are not 

both smiling like chesher cats, then you probably haven’t made the right decision.”  

 Well, the next night when they arrived in the fellowship hall for the second training 

session, there were already 15 or 20 people already present. When they saw me, they yelled out, 

“Hey, Steve we made up our mind.” I tried to quiet them down and took them off to the side and 

said, “What did you decide?” And they said with a big grin on both their faces, “Fifty-five 
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dollars a week.” Now friends, that is not difficult. The most important thing about giving is what 

it does for the giver. 

 How do we move from a fear of scarcity to the reality of God’s abundance? We need not 

only to invite people to be generous, but to encourage those under our care to express their 

gratitude for what God and the church has done for them through giving back in kind.  

To illustrate this response, consider the story about one of our congregations that was 

engaged in a capital campaign several years ago now. It was the Sunday morning on which all of 

the campaign visitors would go out to visit the members and friends of the church. And while 

excitement was high, the minister and campaign leaders were somewhat discouraged because the 

advance gifts were lower than they needed to be for the campaign to go over its goal. The 

minister was fearful that they would end the day being far short of their goal. 

 It was at that moment that the minister’s doorbell rang. Since it was only 7:00 o’clock in 

the morning, the minister was curious about who it might be. When he opened the door, his heart 

sank. For standing there was a young man carrying a brown paper sack. He knew this young man 

and his brother very well. They were the two children of a highly dysfunctional family in the 

town. The court had taken custody of the boys away from the parents who were subsequently 

sent to prison. Both boys were raised by families in the church. For the older boy, there had not 

been enough love and the troubles continued. But for this younger boy, there had been enough 

love and he had blossomed, graduated from high school that past spring and had been awarded a 

full scholarship to a prestigious college in the west. But here it was October and he was back 

home. Something must be wrong. 

 “Why are you back home?” the minister asked him. “Well, I was homesick,” the young 

man said. “But the real reason is that I was reading in the church newsletter that we were having 

this capital campaign. And after all this church has done for my brother and me, I just wanted to 

come back and give something. And I remembered that when the judge broke up our home  
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and we stored it in that storage facility at the edge of town, I thought I remembered a box that  

was there. And so yesterday I got home and got the key from my step parents and I found that 

box.” And with that he opened the paper sack and pulled out a shoe box. “And yesterday,” he 

said, “I went into Boston and had it valued.” And with that he took the lid off revealing a box full 

of baseball cards. “They told me,” he continued, “that the cards were worth about $3,000 and 

I’ve brought them to give to the church today.” 

 After recovering his breath, the minister thanked the young man and asked him if he 

might share the young man’s story from the pulpit that morning. And he did. And after the 

service, the two lead gifts in the capital campaign approached the minister and asked if they 

might not have their pledge cards back so that they could re-consider the size of their gift. And 

that campaign eventually went some $20,000 over goal. Generosity is always nurtured when any 

of us is asked to take stock of our lives and of all that God has given and loaned to us to help 

make our lives happy and fulfilled. 

“How do we move from a fear of scarcity to the reality of God’s abundance?” I always 

encourage people to “splurge on their church” and to give back to God’s mission with the same 

abundance that God has given to them.  

And I know of no better illustration of this than the true story of one of our 

denomination’s new church starts. Now if any of you ever been part of the start-up of a new 

congregation, you know it is tough work. And in this case, it was especially tough, but the 

location was Houston, Texas, a part of the country in which the United Church of Christ is 

definitely a minority. I mean in that part of the world we definitely have an identity problem. 

They would confuse us with the Church of Christ. Or we would be called the Congratulatory 

Church or the Congressional Church. 

 And so it was that the minister of this new congregation had an especially difficult 

challenge. But over the course of three years he had managed to gather together 170 souls. And 
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first they worshiped in a pizza parlor and then in a library. But finally, they moved to the lounge 

of a bowling alley. And the bowling alley was working out well, except if the sermon went a 

little long and then the bowling alley would open up and you couldn’t hear yourself think! And 

so it must have been after one stem-winder of a sermon that the congregation voted to buy four 

acres of land and build the first unit of their new congregational building. 

 Now at that time, in the mid 1970’s, land was selling in Houston by the square foot. And 

the cost for 4 acres of land was over $400,000. And there were just 170 members. And after that 

they still had to build their first unit. Well, the congregation had a capital campaign. And by the 

grace of God they were able to raise just enough capital that when matched with a  

denominational loan enabled them to buy the land and build the first unit of their building. But  

they were stretched to the limit! Most of the persons and family in this congregation were young 

and, if you can imagine it, the average giving at that time was about $6,000 per giving unit! 

 And so it was as the congregation prepared for their first Sunday in their new building 

they suddenly realized that they did not have and could not afford to buy any kind of a musical 

instrument. They had no organ and no piano. And so it was in the week before their first Sunday 

in their new building that the minister received a phone call. It was one of those life changing 

phone calls that all of us are privy to every once in a while in our lives. 

 The person that was on the other end of the phone was a member of the congregation 

who was a lawyer – and he was a very successful lawyer. And he was married to a woman who 

was also a lawyer – and who was also very successful. And the minister knew this couple 

particularly well because they weren’t from the Houston area, all their kinfolk were back in New 

England, and they had been having rather intense marital difficulties. And so the minister had 

spent many hours with them and he was seeing signs that their martial wounds were beginning to 

heal. 
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 And the fellow said to him, “Pastor, my wife and I are going to be buying a new baby 

grand piano. And we were going to trade in our up-right. But my wife just said to me over 

dinner, why don’t we give the up-right to our congregation? What do you say, pastor?” Well, the 

minister replied, “Have you every prayed and gotten an answer simultaneously? Because that’s 

what’s happening at this very moment. Of course, we would love the up-right. We can use it this 

Sunday at our first service in our new building. God bless you for your generosity!” And the 

fellow replied, “That’s wonderful. Would you mind helping me to move it? I’ll rent a U-Haul 

truck and be by this Saturday morning.” “I’ll be waiting,” said the minister. 

 Well, Saturday morning came and the doorbell rang at the minister’s home. He opened 

the door and there was the fellow. And the minister said, “Hang on one second while I get my  

hat and my coat.” And the fellow replied, “That’s o.k., you don’t have to come. I already 

recruited a couple of other members. All we really need is the key to the new building.” And so 

the minister removed the key from his key ring and watched the fellow walk down to the U-Haul 

truck and drive off.  

 Now in case you have never observed it, clergy are mighty curious human beings. And 

this minister didn’t like the look on his donor’s face. And after nine minutes, he could not help 

but get into his car and drive down to the new church building to see what was going on. And he 

pulled up to the new building. And there was the U-Haul truck. And there was the ramp going 

from the truck into the new building. And the doors of the new building were wide open. And so 

the minister walked into the new building. And he had to adjust his eyes to the light. And he 

looked around and then he looked again. There in the middle of that new worship space was a 

brand new baby grand piano…..with a value of at least $15,000. 

 And he walked over to the donor and he said, “What is this doing here. You said you 

were giving us your up-right.” And the fellow held up his hands and said, “Pastor, it was 

supposed to be a surprise for tomorrow. But since you know, let me tell you why it’s here. This 
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past Wednesday night after I talked to you my wife stayed up until 1:00 a.m. talking about you 

and this congregation. We talked about all the times you had met with us and helped us to work 

through our differences. And we talked about the people in this congregation who know we have 

been having problems but never pry. But every Sunday morning they come up to us and without 

saying a word give us a hug around the shoulders or a squeeze around the wrist and we know 

that they pray for us. And we decided that we couldn’t give anything to our congregation that 

was second best. 

 Now friends, what is it all about. It is helping people to love the Lord their God with ALL 

their heart, and ALL their soul, and ALL their strength, and ALL their mind. And to love ALL 

their neighbors as themselves. 

 Moving from the fear of scarcity to the reality of God’s abundance. There is no doubt that 

we are living in an environment that is challenging to philanthropic giving. But let us not be 

deterred. Many years ago now, one of the poorest of our UCC conferences, the Southeast 

Conference, comprising six southern states, was facing similar economic challenges. Giving was 

down, but the budget was up and much of the first day of the meeting was spent pulling hair and 

rending garments. Now, the Keynote Speaker at that meeting was Rev. Joe Evans, who at that 

time was the Secretary of the United Church of Christ and later would become the interim 

President.  

 Now, one of Joe’s hobbies was evaluating the price of older cars and he carried a blue 

book with him wherever he went. His other hobby was going for a morning walk. And so it was, 

having heard the cries of scarcity the previous day, he woke up on the second morning of the 

meeting and went for his usual walk. But he also took with him his blue book. And Joe 

proceeded to estimate the value of all of the delegates’ cars that were in the parking lot. At the 

beginning of the second day’s meetings, Joe asked for a moment of personal privilege and shared 

the estimated value of the cars of all the people at that Annual Meeting. After a moment of 
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stunned silence that Annual Meeting not only went on to pass the proposed budget, but to 

successfully challenge their churches to grow their giving by another 5%! 

 Now, Davida, I don’t know what your plan is to nurture generosity in this Conference, 

but between now and lunch, if we can find someone here who has a blue book and would like to 

take a walk, there’s not telling what generosity we might be able to nurture. Because we worship 

a God of amazing generosity who has created us in the same image and who bids us to share 

God’s abundance throughout the world. May it be true for each one of you. 

      Wishing you grace, mercy and peace. 


