
 

 

Thanks to Father Christopher for giving me the opportunity to speak to you today.  
Hopefully he doesn’t end up regretting it too much! 
 
For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Elizabeth Adams and I am about 
to tell you one of my deepest darkest secrets.  I somehow made it most of the 
way through high school without knowing how to snap my fingers.  This became a 
bit of an issue for me, because I was I various choirs starting in about the fifth 
grade.  Often, the Broadway or jazz pieces we performed were meant to be 
accompanied by snapping fingers.  As I was lacking this fundamental skill, and was 
far too embarrassed to admit it, I developed a very clever and sneaky 
workaround…the fake snap.  See, pretty realistic huh?  I would fake snap along to 
the music and hope that in the midst of all the genuine snappers, no one would 
notice.  Luckily, some of my extended family came to visit about halfway through 
high school, and one day I came across my eight year old cousin happily snapping 
her fingers.  She had just learned how, she explained.  I sheepishly admitted that I 
could not do it, and she promptly taught me.   Woo hoo!  No more fake snapping 
for me!   
 
I bring this up because I’m talking about a sensitive topic today, and I think that’s 
one of the great purposes of church…to allow us to be vulnerable and admit our 
weaknesses knowing that there is a loving community behind us.  So, as it is my 
nerdy passion, I’m talking about money today.  By way of further introduction, I 
am a certified financial planner and financial coach, and have been passionate 
about personal finance and financial education for most of my life.  Money can be 
a challenging topic because people like to be rather private about it, and don’t 
much like to be told what to do with it.  But as in the way of most things, making 
it a taboo topic also means that folks don’t have a chance to learn valuable skills 
and ask for help when they need it….most folks just go about life like me…fake 
snapping and hoping no one notices.   
 
Today, I’m specifically addressing generosity, which can be hard to discuss 
without stirring up feelings of guilt or annoyance. Now, this ends up being extra 
awkward for me specifically to discuss with you, because as St. John’s treasurer, it 
may seem as if I have an ulterior motive for the discussion!  So, I just wanted to 
call that out and acknowledge it and promise you that the spiritual nature of 
personal finance has been a passion of mine for a long time, and that I am in no 
way preaching AT you - these are issues I still personally struggle with.  



 

 

 
I think all of us know as Christians that we are asked to be givers.  The Bible talks 
about this a LOT.   In today’s old testament reading, for instance, is the idea of 
God making us abundantly prosperous – not just doing it, in fact, but delighting in 
it! – this is part of the foundation of Christian giving…that everything we have 
ultimately comes from God, and giving is a natural expression of gratitude for our 
bounty.  Churches also talk about this a LOT.  I don’t think there’s a single 
Christian who has never heard the word tithe.  I also don’t know a pastor who 
approaches this topic without a certain amount of trepidation – because, lets be 
honest here, it’s a topic which makes people upset!  So I’m going to do our 
hardworking priests a favor here and talk about generosity so they don’t have to, 
and you can all be mad at me instead! Now, this idea of giving generously of time, 
talent and treasure features prominently in other faith traditions as well, some 
more formalized than others.  But while virtually every Christian has heard of the 
tithe, shockingly few of us do it.  Research indicates only about 5% of Christians 
tithe.  80% of Americans give about 2% of their income to charitable causes, and 
Christians average about 2.5%.  The average giver donates $884 per year.  So we 
Christians are doing better than the average population, but not by much.  
 
So here’s the real question….why does any of this matter?  Does my giving affect 
my salvation?  Nope not one bit.  Jesus took care of that one, we are all good.  
Does God love givers more than non givers? Nope. Not one iota.  So what 
then…why does it matter?  I’ve been privileged to be a Godly play storyteller for 
several years now, and one of the stories we tell is about the 10 commandments, 
but we call it the “The 10 best ways to live” I love this because it’s such an 
accurate description, and also takes away some of the guilt and burden I feel 
when I hear the word commandment. Our God left us this love letter, called the 
Bible which tells us how to live a happy and fulfilled life. It tells us we are made in 
God’s image, and God is a giver.  He delights in making us prosper! He gave his 
son to heal humanity. The biblical instructions on generosity have a sacred 
purpose. When we follow them, when we hold our possessions with an open 
hand and make generous, joyful giving part of the rhythm of our lives, we are one 
step closer to being Christlike.  From our Colossians passage today…our 
comprehension of the grace of God can lead us to bear fruit in every good work. 
 
So today I want to talk about some of the barriers to generosity, which either 
keep us from giving at all, or keep us from reaping the full spiritual benefits of our 



 

 

giving.  We human beings, myself emphatically included, are really good at getting 
in our own way. 
 
For instance, let’s say I decide that I want to get in better shape.  So, I resolve to 
work out “whenever I get some free time”. Will it ever happen?  Unlikely. But if I 
put workouts on my calendar and refuse to book anything else during that time, it 
will happen. This is the principle of Intentionality.  When I am intentional about 
something, it changes my behavior.  I will handle my schedule, and even probably 
what I eat in a different way when I know I have that workout coming up this 
afternoon.  The same thing is true with generosity.  When you make it a priority, 
your will automatically change how you manage your money.  You will find 
yourself more readily understanding needs vs. wants, you will find yourself 
learning to find contentment in what you have instead of longing to fill the void 
with things others have.  Your very spirit will change! 
 
In my time doing financial coaching, I always encouraged people to give, whether 
with were people of faith or not, and I frequently encountered folks who said to 
me….”but by the time I list all the things in my budget and get down to the 
bottom, there is nothing left over for giving” at which point, I got to give my pithy 
one- liner “That’s because your budget is upside down”.  Because giving takes 
intentionality.  If its not prioritized, it won’t happen. Now let me pause here to say 
that anyone who is struggling to pay rent or buy food…that’s not who I am talking 
to here…survival is first priority always.  But for most of us, that’s not the issue. 
 
Now for number 2…I had a coaching client whose parents had given he and his 
wife an RV as a gift.  They were really struggling with this, because they were 
trying to get out of debt, but were expected to store and maintain the RV, and go 
along on all of the family trips – which meant added expenses for gas, food, RV 
hookups, etc. and when they tried to gracefully bow out, they would be reminded 
that they had been “gifted” the RV for the sole purpose participating.  Do you 
think it felt like a gift to them?  That’s the second barrier to joyful giving…control.  
This one is soooo hard!  We want to give….but only on our terms.  This often looks 
like specifying the gift be used only for a specific purpose, or having strings 
attached, or expecting input in the organization’s decisions because of the gift.  
This is one of the hardest ones because it feels so responsible!  Of course the we 
want our money to be used in the best possible way, and who better to know that 
than us! But the unfortunate truth is that a gift with strings is not a gift.   Certainly 



 

 

not to the receiver…but truthfully not to the giver either. Holding a string means 
you have not mentally and spiritually released the gift. My favorite story about 
this comes from our own Bishop Taylor, who at one point in his life found himself 
very frustrated by beggars, windshield washers, etc.  constantly accosting him, 
and his own suspicion that they just wanted to buy drugs or alcohol with his 
moey.  His struggle with this ultimately led to his ongoing spiritual practice of 
giving the smallest bill in his wallet to anyone who asks him…as an act of faithful 
generosity, free of strings or expectations.   
 
Now the third barrier to joyful giving…overanalysis.  This is the one I personally 
struggle with the most and it looks like this:  I have a certain amount to give, and I 
really want to make sure it counts!  Who needs it most?  Where will it have the 
most impact?  What can I give to that will make me feel like I really did something 
worthwhile?  Are you starting to see the problem?  This at first feels very 
reasonable and responsible…but ultimately it ends up with me trying to be the 
star of the show…it gets me focusing on my own importance.  Really, this one is 
pretty much up under the control heading as well, it’s just a subtler, sneakier 
cousin.  Churches in particular are strongly affected by this tendency in its 
congregations, because, for someone in this thought pattern, it just doesn’t feel 
exciting to be making donations that are going to pay for basic church operations 
like salaries and office supplies….BORING!  I might (and do) feel strongly that 
churches play a vital role in our society and that we deeply need the safety and 
community they provide….but paying the light bill still isn’t as exciting as feeding 
starving children….especially when I am focused on giving as a way to make 
myself feel virtuous.     
 
In our “10 best ways to live” story, we tell the children that all these things are 
hard…maybe even impossible, but we are supposed to try.  When we ARE able to 
overcome these obstacles and give with faithful obedience, something 
magical…or really I should say Holy…happens in our spirit.  It’s the same thing that 
happens when we really listen to someone we disagree with and truly try to 
understand their perspective.  It the same thing that happens when we work to 
see the face of God in those around us.  It’s the same thing that happens when we 
wander down a road, find a man laying there, and tend to him.  Our focus is 
shifted.  We become less me centered and more other centered.  This is the road 
that leads to gratitude, contentment, peace and joy.  
 



 

 

Now I’m hoping you will be willing to go on a little vision quest with me.  
Remember when I said only 5% of Christians tithe? 
 
Well, let’s play pretend for a moment that every believer out there in 
Christendom was suddenly and simultaneously inspired to start tithing. 
 
If every Christian tithed, faith organizations in America would have an extra $139 
billion each year.  That’s BILLION, with a B, each and every year.  Do you think we 
could do some good with that?   
 
Most churches across America right now are sitting in a very similar position to St. 
John’s. They are mostly paying the bills and keeping the lights on.  They are doing 
a good job funding and staffing ministries on shoestring budgets and helping 
people wherever they can.  Some are adequately paying their pastoral staff, but 
many are not. Research indicates that about 40% of pastors are bivocational – 
because their pastoral gig does not pay enough to support them, or is only part 
time.  And then there is the other end of the spectrum, huge megachurches who 
spend millions of dollars on excessively lavish facilities, which makes some folks 
reluctant to donate to churches at all. This is sad, because we as people 
desperately need the community and stabilizing influence that church provides.  
But more than that, it is sad because as long as we are in survival mode, we can’t 
fulfill our greater calling.  
 
Let’s take a look at our vision statement, at the top of every bulletin. “We are 
thriving as a grateful, open and affirming community of worship and learning, 
where love and welcome move us toward God’s reign by emulating Christ so 
hunger, isolation and fear are no more”.   These sentiments of moving toward the 
kingdom of God are obviously not all about money…we also have to listen to each 
other, love each other despite our differences, embrace the marginalized and so 
on …but don’t you think $139 billion a year could really help out with that hunger, 
isolation and fear?   We as a nation of believers have the potential means to 
reshape generational poverty.  The church could be a powerful source of hope 
and healing.   
 
I want you to all dream with me for a moment about what our annual meeting 
could look like in the future…maybe 10 years from now, or maybe next year. In 
my vision, tithing has become the norm, so when I stand before you in January, it 



 

 

is not to present the sobering reality of underfunded budgets, but rather to 
rejoice in the excess and the opportunities to serve our community.  I would 
perhaps solicit ideas from the floor. The gentleman in the back suggests maybe 
we implement a day care which provides free childcare for working single 
parents.  The lady up front thinks we should provide free tuition for kids in the 
foster care system. The couple on the left thinks we should buy up several condos 
and use them as free transitional housing for struggling families.  The family on 
the right thinks we should partner with our local restaurants to provide a free 
meal voucher system.  The youth in the corner suggests we partner with local 
utility companies to identify those who will be shut off and help them. The 
newcomer peeking in through the narthex thinks we should provide free mental 
health and trauma counseling.   
 
I think we should do it ALL.  That’s my vision for St. John’s. 


