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Dear Ones: Hurricanes hardly ever happen, but when they do, life is hardly ever the same again. 
I grew up on the Rhode Island coast where we often experienced hurricanes and every several 
years major hurricanes caused property and financial ruin for many. Those of you who live north 
of Cape Cod, or away from the shore, probably have a hard time imagining the devastation 
caused by a major hurricane along the southern shores of Rhode Island. I have never seen 
nature’s fury greater than in the waves and extreme winds that accompany a major hurricane.

I’m a risk taker. After battening down everything outside, and boarding over or taping our 
windows, my brothers and I would head to a high point along the shore to watch the storm crash 
along the beach.  

In a really big hurricane massive trees come down, cars are wrecked, and large houses are 
destroyed. Some families lose a lot, some lose everything, but most people survive, and when the 
storm has passed it comes time to assess the damage and help each other to rebuild. Damage is 
never evenly distributed, some who had anxiously awaited the storm are fine afterwards, others 
never fully recover.

Hurricanes come so often insurers in RI generally don’t cover hurricane or flooding damage, so 
if you lost it in a hurricane you lost it for good. Yet, no matter what the damages, we survive and 
rebuild more sustainably.

International financial meltdowns hardly ever happen, but when they do, life is hardly ever the 
same again.  In 30 years as a wage earner and investor, I have experienced many financial 
storms, and occasionally ones that left enormous damage in their wake.

In 1987 Loretta and I almost went bankrupt; in 1993 we lost over half of our income; then in 
2001 we lost much of our wealth and saw a substantial drop in our income; and the 2008 Great 
Recession has sharply reduced Loretta’s income from her business while causing me to decide to 
permanently close Seaflower Ventures.  Financial storms seldom happen, but when they do, we 
assess the damage and go on with our lives. Some in this congregation have lost their jobs, others 
have watched their colleagues lose their jobs, or will never earn as much again.  
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Some in this congregation have seen investments decimated, had to postpone retirement, or been 
unable to live in the financial conditions they had expected. Unemployment remains high, lost 
jobs may never return, and future opportunities may never again be what they were. But we’re 
here, some families have much the same income as before the Great Recession, others do not. 
Some households have seen their investments recover but others were too deeply impaired and 
so will never recover to their pre-2008 levels.

Dear Ones, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I am supposed to tell you the truth as I know 
it, or come to know it.  It has been nearly two years since the economy hit bottom. If you 
experienced financial losses in the Great Recession, and have not recovered in the two years 
since, your assets are probably permanently impaired. The damage is done. We assess where we 
are, we celebrate our survival, and begin to build more sustainably as a community.

Which brings me to today’s sermon topic, how we rebuild a sustainable faith community for the 
21st Century in the wake of the Great Recession. We know that after the Great Depression many 
families, and many congregations, never recovered again. We know from writings by Abbott 
Peterson, the minister of this congregation during the Depression and its aftermath, that this 
community was transformed by its response to the Depression.

The congregation began in 1932 to assess its financial condition following the biggest downturn 
in American history, and by 1937 had rebuilt our congregational income and balance sheet to be 
more financially sustainable than before the downturn. They did this by families that could afford 
to increasing their annual gifts to cover operating costs and making gifts to the endowment to 
help meet our 20th century building costs.  As a faith community we owe our very existence to 
the prudence and good sense of that earlier Great Depression generation. 

What does it mean theologically that we are a financially self-sustaining community?  When we 
pledge ourselves one to another, when we commit to donate our money annually to create 
transformative programs, can we thereby transform ourselves into a generous people?

If you didn’t want to be challenged to be the person you are capable of being, you probably 
shouldn’t have come to church this morning. Laurel Amabile at the Unitarian Universalist 
Association estimates that families in this congregation collectively receive more than $19 
million in total annual income. How much should you pledge to the church? Very little, I think.

We suggest a modest percentage; if every family involved with our congregation pledged just 
2.5% of their income annually, that would be over $475,000 a year, allowing us to pay all of our 
staff fairly, keep up with the maintenance on this historic old building, and reduce the draw on 
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our endowment to below 3% annually. Even if the UUA’s estimate of $90,000 income per 
average family is 20% too high, if our average pledge was 2.5% per family, we could pay all our 
bills with a 6% draw from the endowment, which begins to approximate a sustainable level.    

This isn’t about paying for a service, or consumption, but rather engaging with community in 
pursuit of meaning.  I invite each of us to live with integrity as it relates to our stewardship of 
this multi-generational faith community. 

I am not raising this issue primarily because I think we ought to pay our staff fairly and maintain 
our historic building, even though I do, but rather I want each and every one of us to enjoy the 
experience of living out of a sense of abundance. Generosity within one’s faith community 
engenders joy, it can remind us of what gives our life purpose, connect us with our own 
humanity, and empower us to change the world. Change means things can get better, but they can 
never return to what they once were. 

It costs $2,653 per pledge unit for our congregation to meet our expenses each year. Each child 
in our religious exploration program costs us $515 annually.  Remembering the advice of our 
ministerial intern, MaryHelen Gunn, perhaps we should breathe deeply together.

The cost of this wonderful choir in worship is $840 per week.  Cleaning our large building, and 
snow and ice removal in the winter, costs over $2,660 each month.  If you get anxious just 
hearing these numbers, perhaps you should plan on joining the money autobiography class. 

Our heating bill in December alone was over $7,000.  It costs an incredible amount to keep this 
faith community in our beloved historic building. But that is not why we give: we give to support 
our community.  Giving is one way of expressing our love.
  
Living in community, our giving is really about relationship.  Of the 211 individuals and families 
active at First Parish, it seems about 5% of our members have abundant financial means and 
choose to be benefactors of our community.  Last year our six most generous families pledged an 
average of $10,000 each, making it possible for this community to reach out to newer folks, and 
economically distressed folks who never could imagine giving such financial support.

My mother has lived most of her life among economically distressed folks, and yet she always 
tithes 10% of her income to church because she experiences the joy that comes from giving. 
Loretta and I have tithed for over 30 years, giving 2.5%, 3%, 4% or more to UU congregations, 
and the rest to help change the world.  As a community, to remain financially healthy we need to 
find a few more such visionary benefactors to sustain our growth.
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It seems 15% of our congregation have household incomes in excess of $200,000 a year and a 
large fraction of them pledge an average of $5,000 per year to help sustain this community.  Our 
financial health and socio-economic diversity depend upon the growing generosity of sustainers 
who can pledge $5,000 per year and benefactors who can pledge $10,000 per year.  That isn’t 
and never will be most of us here, but we count on those who can, because their financial 
generosity sustains us. 

Fortunately we have a large group of individuals and families of middle income, who contribute 
or support us with pledges that are appropriate to their own families’ financial well-being.  These 
generous supporters often pledge over $2,500 annually to support the programs of this 
congregation, and this often represents up to 4% of their household incomes. It is the 
intentionality of a gift that matters for our transformation. We choose to support our faith 
community.

Contributors who can’t manage that level of support still generously pledge more than $1,500 
per household each year.  It isn’t really about how much you pledge; that will vary by individual 
circumstances. But rather it is whether you are willing to share in the work of this congregation 
out of whatever abundance you have to give. 

I grew up in the large family of a poor Baptist minister.  My parents always tithed 10% of our 
household income to support the work of the church.  After my father died, we relocated my 
mother to live closer to Loretta and me, and she attended both West Acton Baptist Church and 
First Parish Concord regularly.  So she split her annual tithe between the two churches.  Her 
retirement income was about $30,000 per year. 

She was shocked when she heard from the UU church that her $1,500 annual pledge, 5% of her 
modest income, made her in the top half that congregation.  She asked me why UU’s don’t 
understand and preach about the joys of being a cheerful giver, the delight to be had when one 
financially supports what one cares about.  I promised my mother I’d preach this sermon. 

How we engage with life plays a large part in what we get from our life.  If with limited financial 
means we engage life from a position of scarcity, there will never be enough. However, if with 
the same limited financial means, we share with the world from our abundance, we will be living 
in the midst of our own abundance.  Each of us gets to decide how we wish to view our lives, but 
my mother says, always choose abundance.
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There are many families who because of their financial circumstances, their newness to this 
community, or never having been taught the joys of pledging 2%, 5%, or 10% of one’s 
household income to a faith community that they love, pledge $250 or $750 per year, and these 
families are equally welcome here.  We wish to be a socio-economically diverse community and 
we know that each family that loves this community will contribute what is possible given their 
family circumstances.  

You are beloved here, so is the person sitting next to you, and also the sustainers and benefactors 
who from generation to generation keep this community intact.  This community has survived 
financial hard times many times in the past. But we have always had families willing to 
contribute whatever was needed to bring this congregation into the next generation. Now it is our 
turn, the Great Recession gave us our calling, and we are asked to rise to be, to become and to 
sustain our future.  

We have recently grown to be what the UUA calls a Midsize II congregation, one with more than 
250 members, and need to raise our staff salaries to remain a fair compensation congregation 
after three years of keeping our salaries flat, or in some cases cutting our hours substantially. We 
particularly need to expand what we pay our Choir Director for the greater number of hours that 
his job entails in bringing us this music.

Rev. Martha and I agreed to come here as Co-ministers six years ago, splitting one full-time 
ministry position between us.  This congregation has more than doubled in size over the last six 
years and we now need to add a halftime Assistant Minister if we are to have any hope of 
meeting the ministry needs of this congregation within the time constraints of our contract with 
you. But this isn’t about our needs, or the congregation’s needs, even though those are quite 
clear. This is about offering every family involved with this congregation a transformative 
opportunity to participate in the financial health and well-being of this faith community.

We are a caring, diverse and growing community.  We exist as a congregation to build 
relationship and to facilitate our own spiritual transformation.  When we ask what makes your 
heart sing, each person may have a different answer, but we exist in order to make your heart 
sing!  How great is that!         

I am being candid with you about why I believe that substantially increasing your giving to this 
community will in fact increase the quality of your life and improve your sense of living with 
abundance. When I ask fellow clergy why they are unable to be equally candid, they often tell 
me they believe you are unable to hear the deep love in this suggestion, or else that they feel a 
conflict of interest in advocating that you contribute more so that they can be paid justly.
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Let me be very clear here, my wife Loretta and I are fortunate, after 25 years of working as 
successful entrepreneurs, to be financially secure.  I don’t minister among you primarily for the 
income.  I minister here because I love you. 

When Loretta’s business does well, because of our tithing, we give away more to worthy causes 
than this congregation pays me. For over a decade we have been big supporters of the UU Urban 
Ministry’s Funderburg Scholars program. We also pledge to this congregation more than 10% of 
what you pay me each year, placing us among the sustainers of this community.

Much of this sermon has been an appeal to your heads and your pocketbooks, but before you 
sign your annual pledge card, I ask you to listen to your heart. What is it you love?  You know I 
love you all dearly, and wish for you a life of abundance.  Will you rise to this challenge? Are 
you willing to become the person you are capable of being?  I pray it is so. Amen and Blessed 
Be.
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