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Good morning and welcome to Commitment Sunday – the kick-off of our annual stewardship budget drive.  I want to take a moment to thank everyone who has volunteered to help with the Stewardship Campaign, including all the folks who will be serving as visiting stewards, and especially our Stewardship co-chairs Pam Garn-Nunn and Steve Wagner.  Those two individuals have done so much – from leading training sessions and stuffing envelopes to wearing a flowing red boa and dressing up as the Blues Brothers – they have done so much to make this campaign happen and to make it a success.


So my friends, now it’s our turn.  It’s our turn to reflect, to dream, to be generous, and to commit ourselves to the work of love, justice, and peace – work that this congregation does day after day and year after year. And while our generosity and our commitment can take many forms – such as our time, our creative energy, and our leadership – we must also commit our financial resources, our money – to the sacred work of this loving community. 


I must say that as a general rule, I don’t enjoy thinking or talking about money.  I know Carol and I don’t get a whole lot of joy sitting around the kitchen table paying bills or talking about our monthly expenses. And I also know that on those rare days when I check our mailbox at home and see that there are no bills in it, I think to myself, Hey this is a good day, things are looking up!  


But I have to say that for me, making a financial commitment to a church community, and especially to a community like the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron, making that kind of a financial commitment is so very different from paying the monthly bills. Making a financial commitment to this congregation is a choice, a deeply spiritual choice, a choice that my family is making and that we hope all of you will make as well. 


I still remember the first time Carol and I made a financial pledge to a Unitarian Universalist congregation.  We had recently signed the membership book at our congregation back in Massachusetts, and when it came time for the church’s annual budget drive, someone describing themselves as a visiting steward set up a time to talk with us.  I remember feeling rather uncertain about what this whole stewardship conversation was all about.  Was this person going to give us the hard sell, telling us that we had to pay a certain amount of money now that we were members of the church?


Well, I must say that all my negative predicting about the stewardship visit was way off base.  When the conversation began, Carol and I were invited to tell a story rather than to pay a bill.  We were encouraged to reflect on what had brought us to the church and to Unitarian Universalism, and what had inspired us to sign the membership book.  Soon we were talking about all that the church meant to us – the feeling of being welcomed and accepted for who we were, worship services that challenged and inspired us, lifespan religious education that provided our entire family with the opportunity to learn and to grow, and the many social action initiatives that enabled us to engage in acts of service both within and beyond the walls of the congregation. Above all else, the stories Carol and I kept telling pointed to one simple fact – we had found a church and religion that that we could truly call our spiritual home.  We were home and that my friends meant everything to us.  


The longer we talked with our visiting steward and told our stories, the more I came to realize that what we were being asked to do was not to pay yet another bill or even to donate to another worthy cause.  No, making a financial commitment to our church and our faith was an investment – an investment in love and transformation. Filling out our pledge card at the end of the conversation that night was a joy, not a burden. And unlike the grumbling I do under my breathe whenever I sit down to pay the monthly bills, paying our pledge has always been a sacred act, a choice that my family has made to stand together on sacred ground and to translate our values into something real, something concrete, and something deeply meaningful.


Recently I came across a story that I think illustrates what it means to stand on sacred ground by committing one’s financial resources to a faith community.  The story (which I have adapted and condensed) is told by the Rev. Rebecca Parker, who is the president of Starr King School for the Ministry, our Unitarian Universalist seminary located in Berkley, California.  Parker actually began her religious life and ministerial career as a Methodist, and this story comes from a stewardship testimonial made by a member of her Methodist congregation.


“I first began to pledge to this church because for my whole life, that’s what I’d been taught to do.  Being faithful meant being obedient to the church and to its teaching, and pledging was the means by which I could practice obedience.


But as I grew more mature spiritually, I came to realize that obedience is not all that important and can even be destructive.  So I started pledging to the church for a different reason – because others who I admired and respected pledged their money.  I wanted to be like them and pledged so that I could grow into their model of faithfulness and love.


But as my faith and spirituality matured even more, I began to pledge not because of what others did, but for my own reason.  I pledge to this church because making a financial commitment tells the truth about who I am. Let me say that again. I pledge to this church because making a financial commitment tells the truth about who I am.  If I didn’t commit my financial resources, it would say that I am a person who has nothing to give, a person who has received nothing from life.  Refusing to share my resources with this church would also mean that I am a person who does not matter to the larger society and whose life’s meaning is in providing for my own needs alone. But in fact, that’s not who I am.  I am a person who has something to give.  I am a person who has received abundantly from life. I am a person whose presence matters in the world, and I am a person whose life has meaning because I am connected and care about many things larger than myself.  If I didn’t pledge to this church and to this faith, I would lose track of these truths about who I am.”


That my friends, is why my family is making a financial commitment to this congregation and why I urge you to do so as well.  Make a financial commitment to this congregation because doing so tells the truth about who you are.  Make a financial commitment to this congregation because you matter, because you are grateful for life’s many blessings, and because you yearn to be connected to something larger than yourself.


We have embarked on a marvelous journey here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron, a journey that is leading us in exciting and wonderful new directions.  As this journey begins, I invite and encourage you to stand on sacred ground by making a financial commitment to this community. When you are contacted by a visiting steward, make an appointment to tell your story, to share your dreams, and to make your commitment.  If you have pledged regularly to this congregation in the past, please do so again and consider increasing your commitment.  If you have been part of this community but have not made a financial commitment in the past, now is the time to do so.  And if you are relatively new to the UU Church of Akron and are being asked to make your very first pledge to this community or to any religious community, take this wonderful opportunity to practice generosity and to tell the truth about who you are.


Yes my friends, we have embarked on a sacred journey.  Later this year we will engage in conversations about the direction of that journey and about the mission and vision of this congregation.  Although the precise details and direction of our journey are yet to be determined, I can tell you one thing for certain.  This congregation, a congregation filled with so much love and so much possibility – this congregation is on a path leading to more love, more hope, more peace, and more joy.  Come with us, my friends, come with us by making a financial commitment – a commitment that will enable the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron to tell the truth and to live the truth about who we are and about what we have to share with each other and with the world.  Come with us, my friends, come with us as we make this amazing journey.  Let the dancing begin!
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