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Ancient Reading             (Responsive Reading #668)             James 2 

What good is it my brothers and sisters, if you say that you have faith but do not have works? 

Can faith save you?  

 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them: 

“Go in peace. Keep warm and eat your fill,” 

 And yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 

So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  

 Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith.  

 

Modern Reading:           “The Orange”                Wendy Cope 

 

At lunchtime I bought a huge orange – 

The size of it made us all laugh. 

I peeled it and shared it with Robert and Dave – 

They got quarters and I had a half. 

 

And that orange, it made me so happy, 

As ordinary things often do 

Just lately. The shopping. A walk in the park. 

This is peace and contentment. It’s new. 

 

The rest of the day was quite easy. 

I did all of the jobs on my list 

And enjoyed them and had some time over, 

I love you. I’m glad you exist. 

 

Hymn 131    Love Will Guide Us      Sally Rogers   
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No religious leader ever feels entirely comfortable talking with one’s own flock about 

generosity, commitment, or financial support. But I’m new here, and trusting, so here goes:  

 

There’s an old story about a pig and a chicken walking down the road together. They look up and 

see a billboard advertising a local breakfast place, with a big picture of a plate of ham and eggs. 

“Doesn’t that make you feel proud?” says the chicken. “Look at what we together contribute to 

the world!” To which the pig replies, “That’s easy for you to say! With you it’s just a donation. 

With me, it’s total commitment!”  

 

And sometimes that’s the way I feel. Fred Buechner, whom I quoted here just last week, once 

described himself as a “part-time preacher, part-time writer, full-time pig, snuffling and 

groveling at the trough of life.” And that’s me, too! But today, as I come before you to preach 

what is known in the preaching trade as “the Sermon on the Amount,” I feel just a bit chicken.  

 

My friend Marilyn Sewell, who built up the First Unitarian Church of Portland into the most 

influential progressive church on the West Coast, with often a thousand people present Sundays, 

tells me that when she started there she felt rather the same way. But she took a leap of faith. 

Telling the congregation one year that if they wanted to grow into their full potential for good, 

they needed to greatly increase their giving. Pledge cards were handed out right at the service. 

During the offertory, following the sermon, people were to come forward and place their pledge 

envelopes in baskets on the chancel.  

 

She smiled when she saw that one of the first to come forward was a relatively young man she 

knew to be the CEO of a high tech start-up that had done well. But she was worried when she 

saw that he sat back down next to a bag lady she knew to be almost destitute, who sometimes 

didn’t smell all that fresh, and who leaned over to the man as she rifled through her bag and then 



stuffed some crumbled dollar bills in her envelope along with a pledge card. The man got up, 

went back to the basket, found his envelope, opened it and changed his pledge. Marilyn worried. 

Later she learned that the bag lady had told him, “I give up a meal each week to give six dollars 

for the sake o’ my soul. Let’s see: that’s three hundred for the year, right?” The affluent young 

man had gone forward to add a zero to the $3000 he’d pledged.  

 

With gifts like that, that congregation was soon able to expand its programs, ministries, outreach 

and influence. But I ask you, friends, which came first? Works or faith? The chicken or the egg?  

 

When my wife Gwen and I first began in ministry, we decided to apply an old spiritual discipline 

to our giving. Each year we decided to give away at least ten percent of our income: 5% to the 

church communities nourishing our souls, and at least another 5% or more to other causes with a 

claim on our conscience and concern. It was hard at times, when we were paying for child-care, 

or college, or helping hire aides for my handicapped mother. But you know what? Looking back, 

it’s made us so happy! As sharing an orange will do. Given peace and contentment that’s new. 

And surprised us: that we have always seemed to have more than enough for our own needs. 

That we’re now more secure and prosperous than we’d ever imagined. And still able to tithe.  

 

Now I know: not everyone can. But I must say it shocked me when I discovered that my own 

pledge to this institution, at $1000 a month, is currently the largest. I am not the most affluent. 

Though perhaps the most committed. Buddhists, I’ve learned, say that at least 10% of what 

comes to us must derive from the suffering and exploitation of others, no matter how purely we 

live. While in Islam, each year all good Muslims are asked to re-calculate their total net worth – 

and then to give at least 2.5 percent of everything as zakat. I keep that in mind, too. 

 

Years ago, I had an older couple in my Dallas church who were on the membership committee. 

At a session with newcomers, everyone was explaining why they’d come to the church. “Well,” 

said Allie Crow, “when first came, it was when Dr. Raible was minister. And we came to learn 

how to raise moral and spiritually resilient children.” “Yes,” said her husband, Austin. “And now 

we come to listen to John – to learn how to die well.” And I gulped, because I knew it was true! 

Those two gave of themselves generously to the end, then gave the church some of what their 



well-raised kids didn’t really need, having become models of facing the end of life without fear, 

and with big hearts and generous souls.  

 

When Gwen and I were raising our daughters, the rule was, “You can go to Mommy’s church or 

Daddy’s church, but you can’t stay home.” Our older daughter, Erica, followed her mother into 

the Episcopal Church. We saw that coming when she was three, marching in  a stately fashion 

with the Episcopal hymnal in her hands, upside down, singing the “Hokey Pokey” Sure enough, 

High Church: she became an acolyte, and a crucifer, and was confirmed by Gwen’s bishop. But 

when she moved to Washington, DC, in her 20s, she looked for a church home and found All 

Souls, where our recent guest here, Rob Hardies, was the new young minister; then called me, 

saying, “Dad, I decided to join to the Unitarian church here. But I don’t want you to tell Mom. 

I’ll do that myself. But I do have a question.” “Yes. . ..”  

 

“Well, um . . . when I sign the membership book, well . . . how much do I need to pledge?”  

Quickly I thanked her for knowing that to be a member is to take a share of responsibility, then 

added that, like everything else in the “free church” (which doesn’t come entirely ‘free,’ giving 

is ultimately a matter of individual conscience. “So what were you thinking of giving,” I asked. 

She named an amount that I knew to be generous, given what she was then making. I felt pride.  

“Well,” I said. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. The goal, you know, is for the church to help 

you grow in your capacity for generosity. But that’s a respectable place to start from.”  

 

I didn’t tell her, and I won’t tell you, how generous you should be to this, your spiritual home. 

But I will tell you this: the goal of everything we do here – our collective generosity to social 

causes; our courageous social witness; our preaching, teaching, pastoral care, and community 

building, all has one basic aim: to help you grow in your capacity to make a difference in life. 

Including doing it through your generosity of both spirit and substance.  

 

There’s an old tale from the Jewish tradition that comes to mind.  

 

 

 



Once upon a time there was community of Hasids, pious Jews, among whom some of the 

wealthiest benefactors had died. Left were only a few people of any means. A younger man had 

married the daughter of a pillar of the community whose father was among the most respected.  

“Now that we’re related,” said the younger, “let’s do a mitzvah together – a good deed. 

We both know that there are people in our schul too poor even to pay their full share of its costs. 

The rebbetzin brings them food; the rebbe counsels with them; their children won’t get a spiritual 

education if we don’t help them out. As we raise funds to support our community, where all of 

our mitzvahs are all inspired, let’s remember to take them into account.  

  “Excellent!” said the older man. “But that means that we should agree at the outset not to 

turn down any donation, no matter how small.” “Agreed!” said the younger. 

 All went well as they called upon congregants who had really not much to give. They 

accepted whatever was offered. But at the home of one of the wealthiest families, they were 

greeted politely, but when they made their purpose known, the man just sighed. Then he went for 

his purse and returned with only a single copper, while his wife brought them only a single egg 

from her henhouse. The older Hasid thanked them both profusely, and blessed them, but the 

younger one was aghast. Safely outside, the young man burst out, 

"Why accept such insultingly small amounts from people who have so much?!"  

“We agreed to accept whatever we were given,” the older man replied. “Patience, my 

young friend.”  

Later that day, the rich man found the pair as they called on people all around the town.  

“I am so sorry,” he said. “Please accept a but more from me.” He gave them each a silver coin, 

then turned and left. His wife was behind him, with a fine chicken from her henhouse. The older 

Hasid again said, “You are both good and generous people! God bless you!”  

As they turned the corner, however, the younger man again fumed aloud, “They could 

afford ten times more! And yet you bless such stinginess?!”  

“Remember our agreement!” said the elder. Finally late in the day, as they ended another 

call, the rich man caught up with the pair again. Holding out a sack bulging with gold coins, he 

said, “Here. Please forgive us for how little we gave earlier. My wife has also taken ten of her 

best laying hens to the schul, for the poor. Forgive us, please!” 



“Of course, of course!” said the elder Hasid. The rich man sighed with relief and 

accepted a blessing again, and left with a smile of joy and contentment on his face.  The younger 

man just shook his head looked puzzled, saying, “I don’t understand.”   

 “May I now tell you the story of that man and his wife?” said the elder Hasid. “Always 

they gave generously. But then one shabbas, a beggar approached him at schul, entering with 

some friends. Reluctant to open his purse and interrupt the conversation, he reached into his 

pocket and gave the man only what he found there – a single copper. The beggar was furious, 

cursed him, and threw the coin back at him. Why should a man so wealthy give him so little? 

The rich man, pained and embarrassed, knew that he was within the law to give only what he 

found in his pocket. What he had left, not what was right. So he went home to his wife swearing 

that from then on that is all they would ever give – the minimum, no more. For her it was a 

single egg or a crust for the hungry who called.  

“But just as each spiritual rung downward leads to another, and they were wrong to treat 

requests from their spiritual home in a minimal way, it shut down their joy in their giving. It 

became a chore. A cause for sighing. Until we accepted their little gift and then blessed them. 

Our disproportionate thanks then released a capacity to take some joy again in being generous. 

So each spiritual rung upward also led to another. And each gift they gave us restored to them 

more of their potential to do good for others.  

So . . .  

May you each decide to bring a sack of gold and a flock of chickens to this, your schul. 

And may the material gifts bring forth the potential, the spiritual, in you and in others -- this day, 

and in the great future of this growing flock! 

 Brawk! Brawk! Brawk!  

 Mmm. 

 Amen.  

 

 

 

 


