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I start with this premise: Humans are generous creatures. I did need to look up the meaning of generous. It’s defined as “a readiness to give more of something, as money or time, than is strictly necessary or expected.”

Paying my electric bill is not a generous act by this standard. Paying the bill is a fair act. I agree to pay for a service provided. I meet my obligations. It is necessary and expected. 

Generosity comes when I buy a dinner for a friend when it’s not my pattern with this friend to treat, or when you mow a neighbor’s lawn just to help, or when you help bake cookies, say1000+ cookies for UUCR and sharing them complete with the excitement that comes in the moment of the red box hand-off. Or the generosity of sending a get-well card. Times of bringing pleasure or comfort, of noticing the wants of another – more than is strictly necessary or expected.

Today we’re going to talk about giving to your religious home - giving to the Unitarian Universalists of the Chester River. My hope is that when I’m done you will be excited to pledge.  

My hope is that you will want to surprise the congregation with a new, fresh pledge in a spirit of generosity and love. 

First some data. Finances are both personal and part of a larger whole.  Yes, today we’re going to talk of money -  right here in church. 

Over the last two years the stock market has gone up. Way up. 16% over 2 years as measured last Friday. 25% over 2 years if measured a different day. Even with dips, the markets are way up. Not everyone has assets in the market. But some do. For some about $3000 in pandemic relief funds came in, up to $6000 per couple. There were income levels, so couples with over $150K didn’t see the checks, but many did. There was a 5.9% increase in Social Security this year, a chance to cover bills with a bit more ease. 

More for many. Some however experienced unemployment and notable decreases in income. Maybe you own a business, or work at a restaurant, or in hospitality. Maybe you have had to help a struggling family member. Such hardship for some. 

We’ve travelled less. We’ve eaten out less. These last two years have included all of these financial realities.  

Here’s the thing. During these pandemic years, US charitable giving has reached record highs. People want to donate to those in need. People want to share generously. Giving has been at unprecedented levels, in part due to the greater availability of funds, and likely in part because our hearts have been stretched open. 

Many here I’m sure have been a part of this generosity wave.  

During the pandemic I have witnessed generosity in forms I hadn’t imagined. I see church in a new way. I see my role in a new way. 

UUCR’s mission is to inspire, inform and support all who seek spiritual and personal growth and a more equal and just community.

How had we been doing this pre-pandemic? By gathering. 

We prided ourselves on being a center of transforming hearts and minds. Sunday by Sunday. Potluck by potluck. Community project by community project. Where two or more gathered, a UU would be there. Our focus was to create an opportunities for gatherings. And then the pandemic turned lives upside down. 

Picture the roller coaster or Tilt-a-Whirl at the amusement park – whichever is the most challenging for you  . When you are being tossed up, around and sideways, your center – your sense of orientation - is, by design of the ride, out of whack. 

Generally, these rides last about 2 minutes, not two years. Gathering as we knew them went a whirl that week in March 2020, and it was NOT by design. We thought it would be for a week then a month. And here we are. 

During the last two years, we peeled back what it meant to gather. We’ve had no choice. We substituted heartfelt pre-recorded services for in person Sunday mornings. We figured out Youtube and Zoom. Some told us: “These services just don’t work for us.” We worried of losing connection. We tried more options. Other formats. Other music. When safe we gathered in the parking lot, and in the beautiful Memorial Garden. We returned to in person summer discussions in July. We went hybrid in September. We went back virtual for January. We went back hybrid last week. 

As a congregation, you’ve kept on keeping on. Week after week, month after month you held your center. 

New roles emerged as ‘tech teams’ and film stars – from me, and to service leaders and musicians – folks I guarantee you didn’t choose to be on camera and home studios – did ‘gathering’ in new ways. The center shifted some.
 
The Board met and met. Committees met and met. Zoom became routine. The center shifted some more, but some core hung together. 

Jan left. Darlene was hired. The old Board shifted out. (Gratitude Dave and past president Carl.) Leadership looked at issues in fresh ways. Gratitude to Nancy and others who stepped in.  

We were learning that the center of UUCR was pretty sturdy, as long as we let the center shift; as long as the circle keep widening. 

There’s a saying of one of my colleagues, Rev. Theresa Soto …“We all need all of us to make it.” 

This has been so true. As members and friends faced losses, the congregation encircled those needing care with support. We assured joys and concerns were shared week after week. 

What have we learned about the essence of being a congregation? About the essence of our collective sense of purpose? 

I offer three lessons for consideration…

Lesson 1: Relationships sustain us in times of challenge and unpredictability. 

It matters to have a few places of belonging in our lives that are grounded in the explicit commitments to one another. These can be family relationships, and we also long for substantive connections in community. We don’t stumble into communities of care. Relationships need to be developed and nurtured. 

UUCR is an intentionally open group that continually welcomes those seeking connection. UUCR is intentionally open those looking for healing…to those in search of partners for the journey. 

We care for one another and we are community standing ready for those we have yet to meet. That is a part of living into our mission. 

This compassion is at our center. 

Lesson 2: We are a creative and resilient lot. “We” as in each personally. And “We” as a congregation.
 
I have no doubt that the pandemic has taken its toll on each of us. The pandemic has worn us down and worn us out in ways we can describe now, in the undercurrents we have yet to figure out, and in ways we’ll never comprehend. 

We’ve found grace in the slower pace and lighter calendars, sort of. Yet, we’re mostly tired of doing things differently. We worry of the isolation, the impact on children and more. 

Through it all, amazingly, we’ve creatively found paths of connection, and moments of joy. We’ve shared our pain with honesty. We’ve modeled the adaptation needed to be a resilience people. We have opened up in new ways, at times surprising ourselves. 

Our shared values ground our mission and vision. We’ve creatively charted new ways to move toward this values. 

This creativity is at our center.  

Lesson 3. We have learned to give more freely and lean into generosity. 

During the pandemic, we’ve grown our empathy gene. We want to readily share joy with others. We want to reduce angst and distress where we can. We know better to listen first. 

We know in a new way how quickly life can shift. This draws us to be present to what is possible right now, in this moment. 

We’re ready to share more money or time than is strictly necessary or expected because we can. 

This generosity is at our center. 

During this stewardship campaign of 2022, I have no doubt UUCR will collect enough money to keep us going. It’s good. 

And too I sense this year’s opportunity is unique. This religious community has a refreshed sense of identity after the last two years. UUCR is a catalyst for emerging needs. You boldly gave grants to Minary’s Dream and Kent Attainable Housing – actions never before done in this way. 

As we’re frank about money today, my hope that you’ll pause and look at your pledge card – and for early pledgers to know you can submit addendums. What would feel like a bold and daring pledge this year? 

I ask because while we’re laying it all out there, the reality of making donations to congregations is a bit quirky in the world of charitable giving. Sometimes people give to non-profits with an identified client base – say charities for hunger or medical research, which are great causes with one mindset, and see church contributions more like the electric bill. 

When we look to the lessons of the pandemic – at our purpose 
-  to be a hub for relationships
-  to be a saving force to the next person needing a comfortable seat and message
-  to be a center where we are collectively creative, resilient and together working to care for each other and the greater world

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is in these lessons we see the Unitarian Universalists of the Chester River as a dynamic force in a world so needing our presence 

We pledge to bring these lessons alive. That is what pledging is about. 

Through the staff, the facilities, our connection to other Unitarian Universalists, we have a foundation to breathe life into UUCR’s mission:  to inspire, inform and support all who seek spiritual and personal growth and a more equal and just community.

As a congregation we model generosity and teach generosity. 

I’m hoping for a pledge that feels daring and bold; for a pledge that feels like both a gifts and an investment in the well-being of the world – or our world. 

If you walked in today with an expected pledge amount…or if you’ve already pledged and think, “I’m done” I invite you to be open to a new way of considering your pledge this year. 

I invite a pledge of gratitude for what has been, and a pay it forward pledge in support of carrying forward the lessons learned. 

The pandemic has cracked us open. The lessons of the pandemic encourage us to be more direct and honest; to not hold back; to know we can’t predict the future, but we can prepare to face the future together as a strong, resilient, open and loving community. 

Let this be the way we live out our readiness to give more of something than is strictly necessary or expected.

May It Be So
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