Stewardship sermon on Matthew 5:14-16
I feel so blessed.

Every day, as a member of the Stewardship Team on the national staff of the United Church of Christ, I get to think all day long about generosity. I get to think and talk and preach and write and pray and wonder about generosity and about the church and how giving to the church is a powerful way not only to be part of transforming the world, but of being transformed ourselves. 

And then I feel so blessed to be a member of this congregation, Pilgrim Church, where I see, up close and personal, how the word “generosity” takes on flesh, becomes real right before our eyes. I can close my eyes as I think back over the past year, since I last stood in this pulpit during our last stewardship season, and I can see, in my mind’s eye, a whole series of images that are burned into my memory and my heart. In this year, I’ve traveled from one end of the country to another, from Oregon to Georgia, speaking about generosity and giving to the church. But there’s no place like home, and there’s nothing like standing before your own church family and talking about this most personal of faith experiences. After all, this is the church that I give to; this is the church of my heart.  

I remember how this year began, early, early in the morning of January 1, New Year’s Day.  Because Dr. Laurie was in Florida with her family, I went to the hospital to be with a long-time, beloved member of the church, Lillian, who had fallen and was facing surgery that morning. I prayed with Lillian that morning, but I also brought her the names of so many people who knew she was there, members of her church family who were praying for her and remembering her. I told her that Dr. Laurie knew she was there, and was praying for her. I told her that Margaret knew she was there and was praying for her. I told her that Evan knew she was there, and was praying for her. As I went down the list of names, like a litany of saints who were holding her in their hearts, I watched a wondrous thing happen. Whatever anxiety Lillian had about her operation or whatever discomfort she may have been experiencing seemed to melt away, and her face broke gently into the most beautiful and peaceful smile, and she said, “Oh, you have no idea how much that comforts me.”  

As you know, Lillian lived only a few weeks more, and when she died, full of years, she was gathered to God and to her people. When I hear these words from today’s Scripture, “Take hold of the life that really is life – be generous,” I think of Lillian, who surely knew what mattered most each day of her life. She lived in abundance, surrounded here, just as we are, by a loving faith community. She was a blessing to us, and yet when she looked back on her life, she said to Dr. Laurie, “I don’t know what I would have done without my church.”  

There are so many ways that the church surrounds us in love and care, and so many ways that the church inspires and challenges us. I look back, and my memory blurs with a multitude of images of Pilgrim in action – in our worship, on Sunday mornings and Thursday evenings – great and magnificent, small and intimate; Pilgrim in action – in our witness, our work for justice, in voter registration drives and pom-pom people in the Pride parade, our Mission Blitz covering the neighborhood and our prayer vigils for peace; Pilgrim in action – in our commitment to support Our Church’s Wider Mission by becoming a tithing church to the Basic Support of the United Church of Christ as well as a Five for Five congregation by also receiving all four special mission offerings of our denomination, reaching out in commitment and generosity to those far beyond these walls, transforming the world and ourselves, too, taking hold of the life that really is life.

This past week provided two more vivid images for my memory. On Wednesday evening, I came here to Pilgrim for Potluck, Prayer, and Praise. I don’t mind telling you that I was feeling pretty blue. The passage of Ohio Issue One hits close to home for me as it does for so many of us here at Pilgrim. I felt hurt and angry and a little scared, and very, very sad. But after a couple of hours of being with my church family, gathered around a simple meal and hearing the story of one of our own members, and sharing communion, and cleaning up together, I walked to my car feeling lighter. The world, perhaps, was not transformed that night, but I was. I walked in hope that better days were ahead, and that we would make a difference, together.

More than that had happened, though. When I had arrived earlier that evening, around 5:00, I parked my car and looked over to the entrance to the Interfaith Hospitality Network Day Center.  Coming out into our parking lot like a flock of birds was a group of small children, all girls, small girls, like my own daughter Kathryn once was, and they were jubilant to be outside, free to run around, and they had to be gathered up by the adults, who shepherded them into the van that would take them to an area church where volunteers would provide them supper and tell them stories, and then these precious children would sleep on portable beds in a church’s fellowship hall. They would sleep in hope of a better day.  

I am haunted by the image of those little girls, running around in delight and joyful abandon, in our parking lot. Of course I’m grateful that our church has provided a space where their immediate needs can be met, but I dream of a better world where no little ones sleep on portable beds in church halls, but in their own homes, safe and warm and peaceful. More than that, I dream of a world where all those little girls, without homes today but with shelter because of the generosity of so many faithful people, will grow old naturally in homes of their own, and die, full of years, in the arms of a loving church family, with their pastor by their side.  

I dream of a world where all of us have health care, and clean air and water, and good schools, and safe homes and neighborhoods, and plenty to eat, and God’s creatures will not be harmed by our selfish demands on the environment, and most of all, there will be peace, peace on earth, for all of God’s children, and no more war. I know Pilgrim Church and the United Church of Christ share this dream, and that we are working hard to make it come true. And that is one very important reason why I give to this church, and why I intend to give more in the coming year. 

When my daughter Kathryn was in college, she didn’t feel a need to attend church on a regular basis, although she considers Pilgrim Church her church. Being a theatre major and now living in New York City and therefore being a woman of great sophistication, she thinks church is fine for her mother and is glad “it’s there” for me, but she “doesn’t need” to go herself, except on Christmas and Easter. But I’ve watched her grow so much in recent years, as she’s experienced more of life’s losses and hurts as well as its triumphs and joys. About a year ago, she asked me, “Mom, if anything ever happened to you, Dr. Laurie would help me through it, wouldn’t she?”  Yes, Kathryn, Dr. Laurie would help you through it, and so would the people, your church family, here at Pilgrim Church. I feel so blessed.

This is what we are about, here in the church. God has called us to be a loving, generous, caring community where our children will feel and learn compassion, and we will, all of us, together, old and young, women and men, gay and straight, white, black, rich, poor, and in-between, all of us together – we will be light for the world. Not just for ourselves or for one another, but for the world.
I love Eugene Peterson’s translation of today’s text from Matthew: “Let me tell you why you are here. You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand.  Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand – shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father and Mother in heaven.”

Be generous with your lives. My friends, the church we love is more lovely than ever before, in days such as these. More lovely, and more needed, than ever before. We need to be even more hospitable, even more clear about our welcome, our vision, our hope for the world. This week, as you receive a pledge card from Pilgrim Church for your giving in the year ahead, I invite you, I encourage you, I urge you to consider how you might be even more generous with your life, with your time, talent, and treasure. I invite you to grow your giving if you can, to give more generously to this church so that the incredible ministries that happen here, day in and day out, might grow and expand and unfold into the world that surrounds us, the world that God so loves. Giving generously will transform the world, but it transforms each one of us, too.  

Especially after this past week, when the greater community has put the needs of our children last, and when so many in our state have been told by an overwhelming vote that their committed, loving, faithful relationships are not to be honored or respected by our fellow citizens, we see how urgent our call is here at Pilgrim Church, our call to “go public” with this – as public as a city on a hill. We will be light and salt and leaven for the world. We are small, but we will be the mustard seed that grows into a mighty tree of justice, caring, and compassion. Let’s take our place up on that light stand, up on that hilltop, and shape a beautiful city on a hill, shining and lovely so that all may see the good that unfolds here, and will give glory to God in heaven. We will be light for the world. Amen.
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