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In our office, Cricket has the following words 

of poet Mary Oliver in a small frame, 

“To pay attention, that is our endless and proper work.”

More and more I think the spiritual life 

is about being fully present to life- its beauty, harshness, disappointment, surprises, loss, joy and delight. 

This weekend starts the Stewardship season 

when we pay attention, with renewed vigor, to money. 

Money yes, and also to what animates us to give to Follen- 

the vision of what is possible when comes together to change lives.  That vision need not bound by the month designated 

as Stewardship; it can be alive every day. 

The self-reflection process that the Stewardship Committee 

undertook this year has been beneficial in so many ways. 

It is lay leadership at its best- collaborative, seeking input, 

taking time to read, think, talk, dream and deal with reality, optimistic and bold. 

Its work is described in the RETHINK report, 

which I commend to you. 

One point made in the report is that Follen folks 

don’t like to talk about money that much, 

and that can hurt the congregation’s ability to grow 

financially and spiritually, and lessen its capacity 

to be a transforming congregation- to change lives. 

Follen is not unique in its reticence. UUs are far more comfortable talking about our sexuality than our money. 

Like probably everyone here I have had struggles with money. 

As one example, after a year of reduced income 

while living abroad, it took all of the next year 

to dispose of the credit card debt we accumulated. 

I am not proud of the debt but do feel good 

about the way we faced it.  

And as a more general observation, 

I see now that in describing myself as I have over the years 

as being relaxed about money- 

not letting it occupy too much mental or emotional space, 

a sort of casual living within my means- 

I was actually keeping the whole topic at some distance. 

In my case “relaxed” really was not “paying attention” 

in the mature way I hope to grow into. 

Money and people is really fascinating 

and I say let’s go at it with the same curiosity and openness 

that we have brought to our sexuality. 

Call it OWW- Our Whole Wallets, call it “50 shades of green”- 

but let’s open up conversations about this place in our lives 

where we often carry shame or a feeling of powerlessness

And of course what is true personally is true institutionally. 

The same issues of denial, impulse spending, anxiety, 

secrecy and so on exist in churches. 

Likewise, the potential for a mature approach to money, 

a confidence that comes from knowing where you stand financially, the capacity to bring wisdom and boldness 

to financial decisions is possible too. 

Again I credit the steps the Stewardship leaders 

have taken to move the congregation to a more mature 

and engaged place around money. 

Changing Lives, Together is the theme 

of this year’s Stewardship campaign. 

Changing lives means transformation and yes, 

that is what being a faith community is about. 

That’s why people walk in the door- 

that’s the hope they carry, 

often barely acknowledged to themselves- 

but underneath the fatigue and frequent discouragement 

that comes with life there lies a hope 

that something about this place will stir them, and challenge them, 

and they will become more alive, more aware, 

more humble, more authentic- 

and yes, all those things can and do happen here.

Changing lives, together. Wow. It’s a worthy theme. 

Cricket and I feel that Follen is a really healthy church. 

There is so much that is good here, 

so much that is in place and stable and life-giving- 

from the staff- each and every one commendable, 

to the strong programs- music, RE, covenant groups, 

to a well-tended building, 

and to the numerous strong and vital leaders 

that populate the action teams that keep this church chugging. 

You are healthy, no doubt about it.

The question is- are you transformational?

We think you are- and we think you can be more so.

You do change lives, yes, we know that, 

you know that, see that, feel that- and you can change more lives, within and without these walls, 

and those changes can be even more profound. 

The path of transformation is the one you seem to be 

on as you move through this interim time.

To become a more transformative church, 

you need to feed your vision 

and become more financially self-sustaining. 

You need to rely less on outside sources of money, 

which can come and go, 

and more on the pledges of committed members and friends. 

As you shed your reluctance to talk about money- 

a growing maturity will arise, 

and a deeper awareness of how finances and vision 

are powerfully interwoven. 

You will be asked to give more this year, if you can.

Here’s a story from another church of one family 

who took a leap forward in giving.

Let’s call them Ken and Jean- since those are their names 

and they gave me permission to share their story….

Ken and Jean have 3 active school aged kids, 

And at the time I got to know them Jean’s mother, who had health issues, lived with them as well. 

They live in the wooded suburbs 

with various pets and animals. 

They are active in scouting- 

basically their household contains the whole panoply of life, 

They don’t have a lot of money, 

they have enough but not a lot. 

When their congregation took on a much needed building project to expand their program space, and everyone was asked to pledge to the capital campaign, Ken and Jean- who really love their church- wanted to give as much as they could. 

But when they sat down and looked at their finances 

there really wasn’t much available to give. 

So they made the unusual decision, 

for Ken to take an additional part-time job 

driving a school bus, and the income from that job 

would go to pay their pledge. 

And that’s what they did, 

and they felt good about that choice, 

and they feel great about their church 

and its growing power to change lives.

I offer them as an example not so much for their decision 

to take on additional employment 

as for the conscious and creative way 

they approached supporting their congregation. 

That’s impresses me.  

They were paying attention to all the ways their church 

made them come alive and helped them and their family flourish, and they saw that this was true for others 

and could be true for even more. 

The desire to support their church as they did 

flowed as easily as water flowing downstream.  

I believe that each of you will act from a place of intention 

and gratitude when you pay attention to what you have here.

I got an email recently from a parishioner 

who mentioned how much the ordinary routines 

of home and work can mean at times. 

The sweetness of the ordinary. 

I thought of her comment as I sat yesterday 

in my living room with my daughter Nora. 

She was working on a writing assignment, 

I was working on this reflection, 

our old dog was snoring next to the still-up Christmas tree 

that was loosing its needles on the opened presents beneath. 

The weak winter light was coming through the window. Occasionally Nora would ask- “Mom, does this sound clear?” 

and read me what she’s written, 

and I would reciprocate- “does this makes sense?” 

I was so happy there, side by side with my teenager, 

and I thought to myself- you know, at this point in my life, 

it probably doesn’t get any better than this. 

I am glad I was aware of how precious

that ordinary afternoon was. 

Paying attention, that is our endless and proper task. 

I ask you to pay attention to what you love in your life- 

and for that matter to what disquiets you as well. 

For what we love and what troubles us are clues 

to our calling in life.  But mostly we should pay attention 

because life is all we have 

and it is squandered when we sleep through it. 

I ask you to pay attention to Follen, 

this fine institution you are stewarding 

for the present and the future. 

Pay attention to how you have been changed by your involvement, pay attention to the path of transformation 

on which your faith community now travels. 

If you do that, you will naturally give of yourself- 

the wealth of your time and money and skills- 

and you will be glad for the giving, 

and you will change lives- yours and others. 

