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Opening Words

In the days when an ice cream sundae cost much less than it does today, a 10-year-old boy entered a hotel coffee shop and sat at a table. A waitress put a glass of water in front of him.

"How much is an ice cream sundae?" he asked.

"Fifty cents," replied the waitress.

The little boy pulled his hand out of his pocket and studied the coins in it. "Well, how much is a plain dish of ice cream?" he inquired.

By now more people were waiting for a table and the waitress was growing impatient. "Thirty-five cents," she brusquely replied.

The little boy again counted his coins. "I'll have the plain ice cream," he said.

The waitress brought the ice cream, put the bill on the table and walked away. The boy finished the ice cream, paid the cashier and left.

When the waitress came back and began to wipe down the table, she stopped and stared down to see, placed neatly beside the empty dish, two nickels and five pennies.

She realized that the little boy couldn't have the sundae, because he wanted to have enough left to leave her a tip.

Today’s sermon title is a tongue in cheek spin on the well known Sermon on the Mount, a perfect pun for April fools day, the Sermon on the Amount is about stewardship, and how we care for that which really matters most to us. Some would tell me that the story of Mountain Girl and her family was a bad one to use for a service in which we are asking people to give, because it is not about the factual value of things rather it is about the understood value of things in our lives, those people are probably like the Mountain Girl of the stories beginning. Well, I am a lot more like Mountain Girls’ parents and the Mountain Girl of the stories end than I am like Mountain Girl of most of the story, because I believe the value of things is much more complex than it might appear on first glance.

 Mountain Girl’s parents want her to understand that riches are not just monetary, and that there is a monetary value even to the things that many of us see as given’s or intangibles. The question asked by Byrd Baylor in the book The Table Where Rich People Sit is what is the value of a Sunrise or Sunset? Similar questions can be asked of people of faith, must be asked by people of faith, we must keep a list, a running tally of the intangibles of church life if we are to know its true value. 
So what I ask my self is the value of the sun streaming through the skylight on a Sunday morning? Or listening to the rain, at times gentle and at times thundering against the skylight as we sit in a gathered community? What is the value of the light of the chalice and the candles of community, the words spoken and the support offered? What is the value of the layers of wood that make the strong supports of our sanctuary roof, sheltering us from most of the elements? What is the value of the turkey and deer in our parking lot and on our lawns, what is the value organ pipes at back which and the stained glass in the hallway which came from our old building reminding us of our roots, and what is the value of the legacy of PT Barnum and Olympia Brown our forbearers in this faith and in this church? I can not tell you their value in dollars and cents because they are invaluable, but I can tell you that in feelings they are worth bazillions, or maybe even kazillions or quadrillions. But when I am honest with myself in a dollars and cents kind of a way I realize that in my book these things value up there with vacations, spa visits, and trips to a therapist, all of which are pretty pricey, because they are the things that heal my spirit and soul.
Our speaker at the Canvass dinner last night the fabulous Rev. Tyrone Jones, of Messiah Baptist church in Bridgeport reminded us that we must give in equal measure of our time, our talent and our treasure if we really want our church to be all it can be. What it can be is a voice for liberal religion throughout the area, what it can be is a safe haven for those searching for a spiritual home which is not Trinitarian, what it is is a safe haven that welcomes each of us for who we are no one here is the media pursuing the latest candidates for public office to see how much dirt we can find, that doesn’t mean we aren’t curious, but we are not going to turn over rocks and delve into one another’s dirty little secrets, presuming any of us have any….like addictions to chocolate, caffeine and the New York Times! Or maybe you watch soap operas!
In my newsletter column last month I compared the value of church in my life to the value of a college education at an artsy Liberal Arts College, and I stand by that and here are some of the reasons why…things that would go on my list of intangibles are: When I was in college, I met all kinds of interesting people, got to sit next to them while others spoke and shared information in classrooms, sometimes lectures, sometimes dialogues and sometimes they had us break down into pairs to talk…isn’t that what happens at church? Aren’t you sitting in a facility with other people hearing people talk, greeting others and learning about them and their ideas? Since leaving school where have you met so many new and different people under one roof that you knew for sure you had at least one thing in common with, you chose to be here? The most valuable things in my life are my relationships with people, and most of them have some connection with church.
On Friday my family and  I were offered the opportunity to stay in a beach condo in Washington State after General Assembly, wow, I am excited, I have never spent time on the beach in Washington State and I am excited about it. This opportunity came to me because of a person I met in a church. I met the owner of the condo when we were both 14, at a youth overnight shared by several congregations. Over the years he and I worked on many projects together, exchanged many phone calls, birthday cards and e-mails. What is the value of my church? Can it be summed up in what it might cost me to rent a beach condo? I don’t think so. Is the value of my church the value of my life? It might be.
You see if it weren’t for my friends from my youth group years I would not be the person I am today. If it were not for the support of my church community I certainly would never have landed in this occupation. What are the chances of being a minister with no faith? Not bloody likely, so my faith, my church has given me my life as it is today, it introduced me to my husband and my children, for good and bad all that I am and all that I have is in large measure because of my church. Again I’m not sure I can put a value on that. 
As Al Post pointed out last night during his explanation of the canvass and where the money goes I am a person of faith, I put all of my faith in you. Your contributions both large and small are what pay my salary. You pay for my families’ health insurance and the food on our table. Yes there are times when it can be a bit frightening to know that I am relying on the kindness, the benevolence of strangers, friends and congregants for all that my family has year in and year out. In my almost fifteen years of ministry I have yet to be left completely with out income; although there have been times when treasurers have asked me to hold checks, and a few when my pay checks have bounced, but in the end I have always been paid.
Part of my faith, my belief in the church is my belief in each and every one of you. I believe that all of us want a faith community that will be a voice for justice, a community committed to creating change and providing a voice for the voiceless and I believe that you will all choose to put your money into an organization that can unify all of your hopes in one place so that it can do the work you want it to. No I have not seen this church do all the social justice work I or maintenance that I would like it to. I have not seen us give as much as I would like to see to Habitat for Humanity or for the food pantry at South End. That, however, does not stop me from believing that if we all pool our money instead of dividing it between a million different charities we can’t make a bigger difference in the community in which we live. I keep dreaming of the day when we have the staff on board to do the administrative and things that keep a facility running well and free the congregation to use their volunteer hours for things that create justice, spiritual enrichment and depth, nurture and nourishment. I know I would rather have someone paid to put together the newsletter than burn out a volunteer, I know I would rather pay someone to be here to meet with plumbers, locksmiths and electricians than to ask a member to take time off from work to be here and wait, I would rather pay people to do things because I believe the amount of relationship building that goes on in church is what creates community and builds the church into something greater than the sum of the human beings, or the facilities. The relationship is all about abundance and a faith that we have the money in our pockets, checkbooks, savings accounts, stocks and bonds and that we can use it for the good of the church because it is planting for our future, as our guest last night said so eloquently when the farmer casts out the last of his seed he does not look at his hand and say now I have nothing, rather he has faith that the seed will take root and provide ten fold what the seed could provide.
We need a lot this year. We need all of you to raise your pledges or make pledges if you have not made them before whether you are a member or a friend., we need this because we want to provide a liberal church for our children, our children’s children and all the people who have yet to hear of us but who know they are Unitarian Universalists if only such a faith existed!  So here is the amount of the sermon on the amount 3%. I challenge each and everyone of us to pledge 3% of our gross income and see what wonders our church can do with it on our behalf! It is equal commitment not equal giving that will make us the risk taking bold faith community we want to be. And once people get to hear about us somewhere other than in Garrison Keillor’s jokes are Prairie Home Companion we might be able to change to world for the better, one friend at a time. Amen…and give!
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