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“Freedom, Choice, and Power:  A Modus Vivendi”    Rev. Lynn Kerr    

4-17-16 

Somewhere along the way while I was growing up, I heard that the best gifts were either gifts 

that you would love to get yourself, or anything that you personally made. That philosophy 

has worked pretty well, even into adulthood.  Consider some of the things you have given 

your best friend for instance, you may discover that those were gifts you would have happily 

received. And of course, our parents and relatives always liked our homemade gifts best 

when we were children – well that’s what they said anyway.   I continue to lean toward 

homemade gifts.   Now, this might be stretching it a bit, but even giving donations is a kind of 

homemade gift because the money or goods and services have been earned by our own 

hands; unless you won the lottery or just found out you inherited millions, in which case, this 

doesn’t apply to you, but you do need to call me very soon so we can do lunch.  But, for the 

rest of you… 

Giving just seems to come naturally to the kinds of people who frequent UU congregations; 

especially gifts in kind and our labor and time.  In terms of financial giving, we do fall a little 

short though.  Statistically, UUs rank as one of the lowest givers to churches in terms of 

percentage of their income.  I would like to think that it's because we also give to a huge 

number of other causes.  We also don’t tithe, threaten, or cajole you.  Ok, there may be a bit 

of cajoling.    

And as I have mentioned before, we also truly understand that there are times in people’s 

lives when we can do more, and times when we need to do less. When we have young 

children, children in college, or are on a fixed income, we may volunteer our time more than 

make financial commitments.  If we are working full time, we may find it easier to offer 

financial gifts or we are able to offer gifts in kind.  At other points we may be able to offer a 

bit of everything.  And, we all have difficult points when we are unable to give at all and 

that’s when the rest of us pick up the slack, knowing that others will cover for us when we are 

in need.   

We tend to understand that places like this rely on the generosity of its’ members and 

friends’ time, talent and treasure to succeed in our mission to change people’s lives.  We 

might think,  “well, that’s a no-brainer,” but not everyone is accustomed to that kind of “we” 

not “me” thinking.  In fact, African American philosopher James Baldwin wrote, “It is rare 

indeed that people give.  Most people guard and keep; they suppose that it is they 

themselves and what they identify with themselves that they are guarding and keeping, 

whereas what they are actually guarding and keeping is their system of reality and what 

they assume themselves to be.” 

Baldwin is pointing out the very human condition of people holding tightly what we have for 

fear that we might lose who we are should we give no longer have it. This is particularly true 

when we speak about material wealth, because unfortunately, in our society, the more of it 

we possess, the more freedom, choice, and power we have as well.  Once you have those, 

none of us are anxious to give them up. That’s why Baldwin says it is rare to give.    
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Let’s face it, we can be very altruistic people, but how many of us would rather suddenly 

become marginalized and voiceless?  Here’s the thing though.  We can use the freedom, 

choice, and power we have because of our position or wealth as catalysts for positive 

change in society.   We could develop a lifestyle of generosity, a Modus Vivendi, because 

we have power.  Why not take choose to take advantage of our gifts? A Hindu proverb says, 

“They who give,  have all things; they who withhold, have nothing.”      Only by sharing, by 

using what we have, can we reap the benefits of a fulfilling life.   

 

I know this is not a new or radical idea.  We all know that being generous is a “good” thing.  

Good for society and it makes us feel good.  But I am not talking about the kind of generosity 

like just pulling out your checkbook at pledge time or in December to get your tax benefits.  I 

am suggesting a radical change in thinking about giving and making generosity a way of 

life.  

 

Going beyond just money find places we can be more generous in every aspect of our lives. 

Generous with time, compassion, smiles, hugs, help with homework, holding a door open, 

serving meals, wherever you can give. I hope you will consider other areas of generosity on 

your own and perhaps we will go deeper into that subject another time.  But, because our 

time is always at a high premium, financial generosity may be the place where we choose 

to start looking at our person generosity; and it is pledge time after all.  

 

You might be thinking, well, ok, sermon’s done.  Not so fast.  Because a lifestyle change 

means we need to examine our relationship with money.   You’re thinking, “I like it.  Are we 

done now?”   Sure, we like it, but most of us have a bit more complicated of a relationship 

with it.  Perhaps we grew up with too little, we feel we never have enough, or it might be an 

area of conflict in our relationships.    

 

Lauren Tyler Wright, a Researcher and author says that it doesn’t have to be that way.  She 

writes that, “Money can be used as a tool to celebrate life and increase joy rather than 

being a source of contention or stress. The key is to have a proper, skillful relationship with 

money—neither fearing it nor craving it, but respecting it and the power it can have in our 

lives and in the lives of others.”   

 

Wright believes that we can transform money into a sacred tool for achieving good.   But 

first, we need to understand how money affects our personal freedom, choice, and power.   

I’m going to ask you to reflect silently your personal relationship with money and finances.  

These questions are only to get you started.  I suggest you give them much more thought 

that we can give them today and I also suggest if you are part of a family that you talk 

about them together.  The more open we can be about how money affects us, the less 

conflict and the more generous of a lifestyle we can begin to live.  Get comfy.  Close your 

eyes if you like. 

 

Think about how you feel about your present financial status?  

Do you feel you have the freedom to do what you would like with your money?  

Do you do so?  Do oyu spend it on yourself, others? On charities? 

Can you make choices or are you bound by limited resources?  
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What choices would you make if you could be even more generous with your money?   

Do you worry about not having enough money because of the choices you make? 

Do you associate power with money?  

If you lacked money, how would you feel about others helping you pay for your everyday 

needs?   What motivates you to give? 

To whom or what do you think it is most important to be generous? 

 

I hope that you will give more thought and examine what holds money might have on your 

life and your attitudes.  I don’t expect you all to give away your possessions and become 

monks (but if you do, I am in the market for some new furniture so give me a call), but I 

wonder if we all couldn’t stand to be a bit more comfortable talking about money, saving it, 

giving it away, and making it less of a priority.    

 

You have all heard that no one says on their deathbed that they wished they had worked 

more.  Well, as a person who has spent many hours with people who are passing away, I can 

tell you its true and the stories they remember fondly are those about relationships.  We just 

need to change the equation around a bit.  Let’s try to be use the freedom, choice and 

power we have because of our financial position or status to help change the world rather 

than letting it rule our world.   

But hear me, money is not bad.  Having it, even having lots of it, is not evil.  We just need to 

see the ways it can be life–giving instead of life sucking. Its worth is positive when we interact 

with it in such a way that it does not control us and we understand what it can do for others.    

 

Of course, that’s the case with all of our material possessions.  They are only things, things 

don’t change lives, trust me on this.  Wright provides this wonderful illustration.  She writes, 

 

“In grade school I had a box of sixty-four Crayola crayons.  It drove me crazy when kids 

would borrow them because, inevitable, they would blunt the sharp point of the crayon, put 

them back in the wrong color order, or, heaven forbid, break one.  Truth be told, it took me 

at least a month after I got the box to actually use one of the crayons because I wanted to 

keep them perfect for as long as possible.  That’s how much I valued the little bit of control I 

had over those sixty-four uniquely colored objects, they were mine.   

 

When I eventually came around to the idea that my crayon box was not really mine in the 

first place but was rather on loan to me for a while, I discovered a surprising sense of 

freedom—of relief, almost.  I was freed from fretting over the inevitable demise of each 

perfectly sharpened crayon tip.   I still had a momentary anxiety attack when I heard snap 

and saw a classmate with a piece of crayon in either hand.  But I released the worry in my 

heart about messing them up and was freed simply to enjoy what had been loaned to me 

and to share it with others.   

 

When you are able to see every component of your life—your money, your home, your car, 

your bank account—in this way, you find that you worry less and that giving generously is no 

longer threatening or a chore.  Instead it becomes a life-enriching experience that 

underscores the abundance of what you do have.  The secret is learning to hold your 

possessions more loosely.  It’s a strange paradox, but it’s true: when you loosen your grip of 

control on your stuff, you find that you actually appreciate it more than you did when you 
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clutched it for dear life.  You also discover a freedom with (and from) your possessions that 

leads to joy in the act of giving.” 

If we look to children, it seems they tend to learn the importance of sharing their treasures, at 

an early age.   But as we mature and our adult treasures become larger and more 

expensive, we often hold on to them more tightly than we do than some people in our lives. 

But it’s never too late for us to relearn or even start a lifestyle of generosity so that our narrow 

world of “me” can develop into the expansive world of  “we.” We can develop a habit of 

giving.  The possibilities are endless.  We could even start with a crayon.  May it be so.   
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CLOSING:  No One Is Empty-Handed Ma 

Theresa Gustilo Gallardo 

 

It is a miracle that no one is ever empty-handed; there is enormous 

power in having no possessions but the self to give and to receive 

what can be and become. 

 

 


