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There was a program on television when I was a kid, called “Beat the Clock.” It was a game show 

and contestants had to accomplish a number of physically challenging feats before the clock ran out. 60 

seconds to throw ten small sandbags from fifty feet into a hole cut into an incline board.  Looking back on 

old replays it’s hard to see what people found amusing about this show except the tension involved with a 

ticking clock measuring the time left to do an awkward trick. 

Well, today feels to me a little like trying to beat the clock.  It’s Epiphany Sunday, when we 

remember the journey the magi made to the house where Jesus and Mary and Joseph were gathered, and 

we remember the story of how those magi brought symbolic gifts to the baby Jesus and certainly at the 

confusion of his parents, Mary and Joseph.  Gold, frankincense, and myrrh, they unwrapped and 

presented to the child.  And as the old carol says, gold for a crown, frankincense to signal the presence of 

a deity, and myrrh, the bitter perfume, breathes a life of gathering gloom. That last magi was a merry old 

soul, don’t you think?  

It’s also a communion Sunday when we celebrate the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, a good 

way to begin the new year. And any communion Sunday is a high and important occasion for us. 

Last but not least it’s Stewardship Sunday, as you’ll remember that last year we moved the 

pledges and commitments of the year’s support of the church to the new year, and away from the autumn 

that precedes it. 

This year Stewardship Sunday includes not only our commitments to the annual support of the 

church, but also commitments to the building fund which is most recognizable in the presence of the 

scaffolding bridge that is in front of the sanctuary entrance on Fifth Avenue. 

So where to start? Beat the clock. I realize I can’t do it all, and I have to do what’s essential in the 

time we have today.  

Yet there’s one way to talk about all of those things. It’s implanted in the letter to the Ephesians, 

written under Paul’s name, in which we hear,  

The gifts God gave us were …to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the 

body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God… 

we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, 

joined and knit together …, promotes the body’s growth …building itself up in love. 

The writer of the letter to the Ephesians who borrows Paul’s authority sees the body of believers 

as exactly that, a body that is gaining and building strength through the sharing of its gifts. And there it is, 

gifts of the magi, the growing life of the congregation who shares in the body of Christ, and the life of the 

church strengthened as we share our gifts to build up the body, which is the church. Never is that 

guidance more relevant that when the tower that symbolizes the church’s ministry needs rebuilding. 

You know I used to be a little embarrassed by preaching about money in a sermon. I would make 

a joke to visitors that of all the Sundays that they might choose, they had the misfortune of choosing 

Stewardship Sunday, “but come back next week and you’ll hear a real sermon.”  

Bad on me. I think I’ve outgrown that now, because while there are always some folks who will 

complain, “all you do is talk about money at the church,” even though in reality we only talk about it on 

one Sunday a year.  
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Money talk critics notwithstanding, the vast majority of the church knows that this congregation 

has been an anchor in the community and a source of encouragement and hope for 300 years because 

people have made sacrifices, gave generously, invited friends to come and join, and have offered of their 

time, talent, and treasure to make this church strong.  

We don’t talk about money very much in this church, and a few years when the Alban Institute 

consulted on our work and ministry, one of the five recommendations they made were that we needed to 

talk more about money. People have a kind of immaculate conception assumption about how the budget 

of the church is sustained. The assumption is that God will provide, when all along God has been relying 

on the idea that we will provide. 

And let me say since we are now about fifteen weeks away from my retirement that now is a 

critical time for us to be committed to one of the things that I can still do for this church in the time that is 

remaining for me and that is to raise the funds necessary to restore the tower, replace the sanctuary roof, 

and renew the narthex. 

I am confident that this congregation will eventually call a great new pastor to care for this 

church, to preach with power and authority, to lead in faithful directions, and to maintain all that is good 

and inspiring about this church. But in order to call that new pastor, the church must be at its best. We 

need to raise $3.1 million, before I leave in order to address the spalling of the brownstone on the tower, 

which is not safe for passersby nor for congregants. We have to replace the roof of this sanctuary where 

there is damage and aging repairs that are obvious if you look at the Southwest wall of the balcony. And 

finally, we need to replace the restroom in the vestibule on Fifth Avenue so that it provides hospitality to 

all who use it.  

This is a project that no new pastor should have to shoulder upon entering, and it is not one that I 

intend to leave unfinished. We are exactly halfway there in fundraising, and with this year’s commitments 

between now and April 15th, I hope we can achieve the commitments needed to be paid this year and next 

that will make it possible to complete the project by the autumn of this year. So as you make a pledge to 

support the life and work of First Church, I’m going to ask you to join me in making a pledge both to the 

annual fund and a special two year commitment to the building fund.   

You will find brochures in the pews in front of you and you should not leave them there.  Take 

them with you, read about the building fund, and please make a commitment of three or four or five 

figures that you are able to afford and that represents a stretch for you financially. 

Remember the words from Ephesians? “…we must grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together …, promotes the body’s 

growth …building itself up in love.” 

Yes, I’m asking you to join me in making a financial commitment, but I’m also challenging 

myself and you to grow spiritually.  Because it is when we let go of what we are holding onto so tightly, 

that we learn that God sustains us.  

Now let’s talk about the annual fund. Our Joint Finance Committee has done all it can to hold 

down expenses and plan for an affordable year in 2018. But in all honesty, there are some expenses which 

are growing faster than income and we are going to need a lot of good fortune to make our budget 

affordable this coming year. We all know that gas and electricity and maintaining property on Fifth 

Avenue is expensive.  Add to that the excellence that we all expect from the pastors, the choir, the family 

programs, the invitation to the community to share in this building, the work of our dedicated staff… it all 

requires financial support that is generous and sacrificial.  

You are going to want to call a new and inspiring pastor, and there is no better way to do that than 

to keep the church financially strong in the period between my retirement and the arrival of a new 

installed pastor. Over the next year and a half here’s what is needed. Come to church, even in the 
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summer. Make a generous pledge. Fulfill it. Give separately and generously to the building fund. Offer 

your gifts as a teacher, as an officer, as a volunteer to usher. Bring your kids to baby and toddler worship. 

Help with the Village Christmas Fair. Come to the summer picnics. Attend Adult Education classes and 

Bible study. Every sign of life and vitality in which you show up is a gift you can give to the church 

during this time of transition. And it’s all important.  

Why? Because “…we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from 

whom the whole body, joined and knit together …, promotes the body’s growth …building itself up in 

love.” 

There are, I suppose, a lot of reasons why people might give to support the work and ministry of 

the church. I have been saying for some time that there are essentially four reasons why people come to 

church these days and support our work together. The first is to worship, to tap into a sense of awe and 

wonder in life and to seek the holy. To know that we are not alone but that God knows every hair on our 

head, every moment that is allotted to us. 

Second is to find community, to be with a group of people with whom you share common values 

and a desire to be and grow together.  

Third is to find roots that go deep into spiritual soil, because we need a balance to this 

materialistic and selfish world in which we live. Part of this is so that parents can have some help in 

connecting their children to lasting values in a world in which everything seems ephemeral.  

Fourth, we seek to make the world a better place, to live a life that counts for something because 

you have made others’ lives the better.  

Whatever your reason for being a part of the life of this church, imagine what life would be like 

without it. Imagine that this church were not a part of your life.  Imagine no choir, no preaching, no 

reading of scriptures or study of it. Imagine the season we’ve just passed, Advent and Christmas without 

Candlelight and Carols, without Handel’s Messiah.   

Imagine rounding the corner from 11th Street and seeing, not a tower, but a dormitory for New 

School or NYU and a glass building like the one on 14th Street and Fifth Avenue in its place, with a CVS 

on the first floor, or maybe a dining hall. Imagine the children of PS226 gone. Our Nursery School 

relocated. Good Shepherd Services shuttered. The 12 Step Groups no longer meeting here. Then you have 

some sense of the worth of this church in your own life. 

Over the years I have loved the preaching and the stories of Fred Craddock, the late preaching 

professor at Emory University. In his autobiographical book, Reflections on My Call to Preach, Craddock 

tells the story of the influence of his father on his life. It is not an endearing portrait of his father that he 

paints. Alcohol, uneven temperament, questions about his father’s emotional distance and preoccupations 

abound in the book.  But Craddock tells a touching story about his father’s last days in the Veterans 

Hospital in Memphis. His father was dying of cancer of the throat. Radiation and surgery left him weak, 

unable to eat, unable to speak, but fully able to feel pain. 

Craddock writes,  

On a table by his bed was a stack of get well cards, every one of which came from persons and 

groups in Central Avenue Christian Church, the church he often criticized and whose ministers he 

belittled in their efforts to reclaim him. Daddy saw me looking through the cards, and unable speak, he 

scribbled on the side of a tissue box a line from Hamlet: “In this harsh world draw your breath in pain to 

tell my story.”  

I wrote, “And what is your story, Daddy?” He wrote, “I was wrong.”1 

For all of his belittling of the church and its ministry and its people, Fred Craddock’s father, 

wrote, “I was wrong.” He was wrong about the motivation, the sincerity, the honesty, the genuine concern 
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for him. They were not trying to get his money, of which he barely had enough to sustain his own family. 

They just wanted in their own simple way to express the love of God made known in Jesus Christ, our 

hope in living, and our confidence in dying.  

Through all these years, that is what the church has been here to offer in its own simple way… a 

genuine hand of friendship, a concern for the wellbeing of others, an expression of the love and peace of 

God, a peace that passes all human understanding.  

This church is a grand old church and one that has been around for over 300 years. But what 

every generation in the church does not usually understand is that we are always one generation away 

from extinction. The fact is that many faithful people in the past have paid forward the power and 

inspiration of their faith in such a way that today we enjoy the fruits of their generosity. 

But we cannot assume that that support will go on indefinitely. Each generation must step 

forward and do its part to ensure that the gospel is proclaimed, the scriptures are taught, lives are changed, 

and the world that God loves is made a little bit more like the commonwealth of heaven. 

That’s why, for the sake of one another, and for the sake of our own soul, we are challenged to 

keep the ministry and mission of this church strong today so that it can continue to be so tomorrow. 

Stewardship is not about somebody else being generous so that we can be the church on their 

generosity. Stewardship is about our generosity, being faithful and generous with what we have so that 

our church, yours and mine, can do what it is meant to do.  

And what is it that we are meant to do? “…grow up in every way into him who is the head, into 

Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together …, promotes the body’s growth …building 

itself up in love.” 

 

1 Fred B. Craddock, Reflections on My Call to Preach. Chalice Press: St. Louis, 2009. 45-46. 

                                                 


