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Good morning church!  Buenos Dias!  This morning we have come together as a community to 

give thanks.  We have so much to be grateful for!  And yet more often than not, we don’t take 

enough time to reflect and give thanks.  Today, we are invited to pause and take stock as a 

community.  We take time to remember all the blessings received, to honor all the people that 

give meaning and beauty to our lives, and to dream together of a better world for all. 

 

When we “count our blessings” and remember all the people who made them happen, we 

encourage ourselves and each other to practice living into abundance.  The dynamic practice of 

giving and receiving stretches us, opens us up, so that each time we receive graciously, 

acknowledge the gift, and reflect on the gift, our capacity to receive grows as well as our 

generosity.  This is the dynamic of the generosity path.  Remembering, reflecting, and sharing 

stories about giving and receiving are important vehicles for sustaining us and bringing us from 

scarcity to abundance, from fear to hope, from detachment to a deep sense of connection.  So let 

me tell you my own story: 

 

I grew up in a household where the spirit of abundance and generosity sustained an entire 

community.  My grandmother was a school teacher, had four children, and became a widow 

before the age of 30.  Her house was always open for extended family and friends to spend as 

much as a year when times were tough.  When my mother recounts her childhood, she always 

mentions the many relatives who became part of her household and contributed by teaching her 

and her three brothers the art of storytelling, sewing, cooking, riding a bicycle, singing, 

gardening, energy healing, and so much more.  

 

My mother left an abusive marriage by the time I was nine-months old, and went to work selling 

housewares door to door and eventually opened up her own little corner convenience store where 

I learned the value of work and money.  I was in kindergarten and stood on a crate behind the 

counter when I made my first sale.  The customer’s parents came back shortly afterwards angrily 

demanding correct change.  Up until then I had only handled monopoly money and now I knew 

there was real money and it could get you in trouble!  

 

In time I would also learn that money could also mean hot meals every day, going to school, new 

shoes once a year, the purchase of a dictionary, riding a bus, and later on, safe escape to the 

United States during times of war.  It took a while before I could join my mother, but the same 

relatives that my grandmother had housed in their time of need offered to take care of me from 

the ages of 13-17.  

 

During these years I learned that money had a lot to do with what was going on in my country.  

The new people’s government instituted an agrarian reform that gave farmers title to the land 

they cultivated and enacted laws that nationalized all natural resources, particularly copper 

mines, owned mostly by foreign multinational corporations.  Schools and churches made 



available materials that taught us about the root causes of poverty and the connection between 

capital and the exploitation of workers.  This awareness would inform the construction of my 

working class identity.  This identity has shaped my work as a community activist who continues 

to advocate for fair wages and safe working conditions for all workers.  It has remained a core 

component of my whole self, even after obtaining a law degree and a Masters from Harvard 

University.  As a single mom, I put myself through college helping my mother clean offices and 

hauling garbage from corporate offices in Manhattan.  I paid for law school by juggling three 

part-time jobs teaching ESL at Rikers Island prison.  I have been employed by either poorly 

funded legal services or nonprofit organizations because I was passionate about social justice and 

committed to making a difference.  

 

So, with all these experiences, why is it so difficult for me to craft a sermon and preach about 

generosity on canvass Sunday to you?  Because until now, I had never really made the 

connection between generosity and money.  Between money and well being.  Between money 

and a sense of belonging.  Between money and spiritual practice.  In my mind and in my heart, 

money—or the lack of it—occupied a space of suffering, of difficulty, of shame even.  

 

As a child, I associated my grandmother’s generosity and radical hospitality exclusively with 

love, not with money.  I did not make the connection between her having a steady, albeit modest 

income as a teacher, allowing her to offer that hospitality.  This separation of love and money 

has prevented me from developing a healthy and joyful relationship with money.  So when my 

ministerial learning agreement included developing skills around stewardship and fundraising, I 

remembered myself at five-years old giving the wrong change and facing angry people, I 

remembered my own anger at the exploitation that produced so much misery and war.  But I also 

needed to remember my grandmother, my relatives taking me in, and that their ability to take 

care of me had to do with love as well as financial generosity.  I had to remember there are 

people with money committed to social justice who are also enraged by poverty and war, who 

have adopted spiritual practices of generosity that support individuals and organizations who are 

making a difference in healing this broken world.  Writing this sermon had me wrestling with my 

own beliefs about money.  As your assistant minister, I was prepared to ask you to be generous, 

to give and support our good works, to stretch and go beyond what in your mind is enough to 

ensure the maintenance of this beautiful and historical building, the religious exploration 

program shaping our future generations, and the various groups providing pastoral care and 

spiritual support week after week....  But I was not prepared to be asked to be one of the 

pledgers.  My first reaction was to say no.  I looked at my salary and thought I can’t.  It’s not 

fair.  I only make $38,000, the minimum on the UUA’s fair compensation scale.  I went online 

and read what my ministerial colleagues were saying about being asked to pledge.  Most decided 

not to pledge for a variety of reasons.  They had really good arguments that I could use to justify 

my decision.  They felt that ministers should only pledge to the congregation they are members 

of, where they have signed the book.  But I wasn’t convinced.  Something, someone, was telling 

me that this was about much more.  It was about belonging, it was about reciprocity, it was about 

practicing giving and receiving, about building the Beloved Community not just in words, but in 

deeds.  My grandmother’s voice was saying: Remember.  Remember that my small salary was 

meant to sustain a single woman, presumably still living at home, and I was a widow providing 

for four children, three sisters, and countless cousins who would find in my home a hot meal and 

a sense of belonging to a generous family.  When I spoke with my mother about this, she said: 



Remember that when you had to move to Brookline, you could not have afforded the rent if it 

were not for the members of this congregation who helped you find generous people that rented 

to you for half the market price including all your utilities.  Remember that generosity 

encourages generosity and multiplies existing resources for the benefit of all.  I asked her how 

much she pledged to her church.  My mother is on social security and receives a $4,000 year 

pension.  She said that she and my grandmother always tithed and gave 10%.  She said that 

without the spiritual support she received from her congregation, everything else would fall 

apart.  Now in her 80s, my mom is able to live independently because her congregation makes 

sure that she has transportation to her medical appointments, that she is connected with activities 

and events that make her life meaningful and joyful, and that she has a lifeline when times get 

tough.  She says that the more she gives the more she receives.  I worried that she might be 

giving too much given her modest income and says that she always has plenty of nutritious food, 

as well as chocolate cake and cookies to share, that she owns a very nice apartment with 

everything she needs, has a savings account, that she still dresses to kill (true!), can afford to visit 

me twice a year, and sends a care package every month to her brother who lives alone and whose 

health is declining.  

 

I looked at my reasons for not pledging and they did not honor the memory of my grandmother 

or the generosity of spirit that my mother has instilled in me.  And so I did my numbers again 

and after factoring in all the household expenses, the three student loans that I am currently 

repaying, my two cats, my pledge to the church I am a member of, and supporting a free music 

school in my home town, I came up with the number: $1,200.  Come to find out, it’s the median 

pledge in this congregation.  It was a fair amount.  But then I thought some more.  Is this the best 

I can do?  This doesn’t even come close to 10%.  Can I stretch a little bit more without 

sacrificing my well-being and still feel joyous about giving?  Before, I was being practical.  

Now, I had found the space where I was being called to shift from a scarcity mentality to one of 

abundance and to really practice generosity.  So I added $100 dollars more and made it $1,300. 

Thirteen is my grandmother and my mother’s lucky number! :-)  

 

But this is not just about my story.  There are so many of us in this community who have been 

transformed by committing to this community.  Our own affiliate Minister, Eliza Blanchard, 

says, “I am supported so deeply on so many levels: my husband and I feel welcomed and 

stimulated by being with this community in worship; in witnessing us challenge each other to 

grow our hearts, be more open to the many ways of expressing our spiritual selves; in my 

ministries to animal caregivers and others; and in my own personal growth and learning.  I give 

in order to ensure that this community exists to help others in all the above areas and more.  I 

give to repay the many kindnesses and welcomes I've received here.  I give because I believe 

there are answers to life's most difficult questions to be found with the support and 

companionship of others—and because I find that true here.” 

 

Our dear friends Elizabeth and Kristen McIntire feel embraced by First Parish, are delighted to 

be part of the choir, and feel blessed by the love and affection of this community from the very 

beginning, and especially during their engagement and wedding ceremony right here in this 

sanctuary.  Kristen says that she came to First Parish on a whim, not realizing how much it 

would change her life.  She says: “I have felt such an outpouring of love here, and knowing I 

have this community around me gives me strength and security in my daily life.  Before coming 



here, I never had authentic spiritual experiences in worship.  Singing in the choir brings me joy, 

and the careful weaving of the music into the service ministers to me in a way I don't find 

anywhere else.  I also love the way each person here takes their spiritual journey seriously; 

everyone is thoughtful, mindful, and willing to keep learning from each other despite mistakes, 

changes, and difficult conversations.  First Parish is so much more than church; it is truly a 

beloved community.” 

 

Our dear friend Madeline Fine tells her story: “The first time I felt the embrace of this 

community was in 1995, when I was caregiver for my mother who was dying with lung cancer.  I 

was raising a six-year old and running my own business.  We came here because I needed relief.  

The first time we came I heard the most beautiful music and knew I needed to join the choir.”  

After being diagnosed with lymphoma, Madeline enlisted the help of the congregation while 

lighting a candle.  She asked for positive thoughts, healing light, and prayers.  She did not want 

to become an “illness” or be treated differently.  She writes: “I live with a challenge called 

lymphoma.  My community treats me like the person I want to be and helps me to become more 

of who I hope to be.  When I started chemo, family and friends from this parish took turns being 

there for me when I needed it most.  They were also there to support me and cheered me on 

when I joined the Harbor to the Bay challenge which raises funds to support organizations 

providing support and resources to people living with HIV/AIDS.”  She says: “I have 

experienced here a sense of belonging within committees and as part of small groups working 

together toward a greater good.  Supporting First Parish is important.  This community has 

immensely impacted my life.  I believe that this place gives hope.  Hope that change is possible 

when we work together.  I support the work of this congregation to ensure the continuation of the 

work.  The gifts continue after I’m gone” 

 

Dear Friends, I could be here for days sharing all the stories about how this community is a 

catalyst for deep and meaningful spiritual transformation.  If here you have found compassion, 

respect, a sense of belonging, loving kindness, hope, joy, grace, and healing, commit today to 

community.  We need one another to share joys and we need one another in the hour of need.  

We need you now.  Let us together encourage the coming of spring before the snow melts.  Your 

generosity of spirit will nourish our strong roots and welcome new life.  

 

Axe! Amen! Blessed Be!  


