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READING #1: 
 
Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back, always 
ineffectiveness. Concerning all acts of initiative and creation, there is one 
elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid 
plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then providence 
moves too. Whatever you do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has 
genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now.  --johann van goethe  
 
 
READING #2: 
 
From Benjamin Mays, former President of Morehouse College and mentor to MLK, Jr. and 
thousands of others: 
 
The tragedy of life doesn’t lie in not reaching your goal.  The tragedy lies in having no goal to 
reach.  It isn’t a calamity to die with dreams unfilled, but it is a calamity not to dream.  It is not a 
disgrace not to reach for the stars, but it is a disgrace to have no stars to reach for.  Not failure, 
but low aim, is a sin. 
 

What a joy it is to be with you this morning to worship with you and to reflect on two of 

my favorite things - faith and boldness.  I want to begin by saying thank you.   Thank you to Josh 

for the invitation to preach, thank you to Margaret Love for the wonderful music and, of course, 

thank you for being here today. I know when a guest preacher comes to town it seems a little 

easier to stay in bed and take a day off from coming.  As someone who only gets to preach as a 

guest these days I can’t tell you how much of a relief it is when people show up. 

My biggest thank you today is for the care, love and support you have given to my 

colleagues, the Revs. Michelle Collins and Josh Snyder.  I only know Michelle through the 

excitement and bragging Josh has shared with me since she came to Wilmington.  



 I met Josh a little over two years ago when he was elected to the UUMA Board of 

Trustees as our treasurer.     

Any executive director of a growing non-profit organization (or minister of a 

congregation) will tell you that the treasurer is one of the most important jobs there is.  A good 

and bold treasurer can help make dreams come true.  Josh has been a great treasurer, not only 

helping us grow our budget and our assets but in helping us grow as an organization by leading 

the crafting of policies and practices to ensure our long-term success.  I, like probably you, love 

that he is a bit of policy geek.  The only tension in our relationship came last year when my 

beloved Giants whomped on his beloved Tigers.  We have survived that challenge and I can’t tell 

you how happy I’ve been that the Tigers are still winning this year so he would be in a good 

mood this morning. 

 I know how much there is to do in a growing congregation such as yours.  The courage 

and commitment of letting your senior minister be away from you for several weeks a year to 

serve, support and lead his colleagues; most who will never step into this community is both 

selfless and wise.  The difference your minister is making in the life of Unitarian Universalism, 

in the life of ministers like me, is profound.  And it is because of your willingness to share him.  

So on behalf of so many, thank you.   

I bring greetings and tidings of hope and blessings to you from the almost 1800 active 

and retired Unitarian Universalist ministers and seminarians from around the world, who I work 

for as the first Executive Director of the Unitarian Universalists Ministers Association.   

 

The UUMA’s purpose is to support and nurture excellence in ministry through continuing 

education, collegiality and collaboration.  We are a story of an organization that has had the faith 



to be bold.  When I began serving on the Board 7 years ago our motto was bold x 10.  Five years 

ago our membership voted to significantly raise their dues so that we could strengthen our 

association and do much more to nurture excellence in ministers and ministry. 

I have the unique honor and privilege to lead a non-profit organization that has grown its 

membership, its budget and its programming for five consecutive years.  Five years which have 

been economically devastating for many organizations including congregations.   When people 

ask me how we have been so successful I give them three reasons - great people, a laser-focused 

mission and a commitment and faith to boldness, to setting the bar high and shooting for the 

stars. 

Which is why I was so excited when Josh told me this month’s theme was faith and he 

would like it if I would speak on boldness.   

Faith and boldness.  Two words, I am sorry to say, we don’t invoke often enough in most 

Unitarian Universalist congregations - or in life.  Our culture seems to be set on turning away 

from faith and boldness.  Take congress for example.  Or forgive me since maybe coming this 

morning is one way to escape the insanity of our elected leaders and focus on something more 

positive like faith and boldness. 

Our two readings this morning, and our story, are testimonies to faith and boldness.  

Higgens knew in his water-drop heart that he could make a difference and he dreamed big to do 

it.   Gurtuh reminds us “that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then 

providence moves too. Whatever you do, or dream you can, begin it. 

Boldness (and faith I might add) has genius, power and magic in it. 

Faith is a word and practice that troubles some of us.  Especially the faith that is defined 

by traditional religion as having only to do with God, religious doctrine or adherence.  The 



Buddhist author Sharon Salzberg in her book, Faith: Trusting Your Own Deepest Experiences, 

writes:  “The tendency to equate faith with doctrine, and then argue about terminology and 

concepts, distracts us from what faith is actually about...whether faith is connected to a deity or 

not, its essence lies in trusting ourselves to discover the deepest truths on which we can rely.” 

What are the deepest truths on which you rely?  Those are the touchstones of your faith.  

Unfortunately in our culture we too often make the mistake of using faith only as a noun, we 

speak about faith as something we possess - or not.  

 Faith, in the original Greek and Latin, from which the word comes, was not only a noun 

but also a verb.  So instead of using faith only as a noun, “I have faith”, we say I trust, I commit 

myself, I - in the Hindu meaning of faith - rest my heart upon, something or someone.   

There are many things we can and do rest our hearts upon.  One the best is boldness. 

I know a little about this congregation from talking with Josh.  He is someone who has 

faith in boldness and from reading your newsletters, website, mission and ends I know that this 

congregation has faith in boldness as well. 

Just listen to your mission:  First Unitarian Church of Wilmington is a beloved 

community that nourishes minds and spirits, fights injustice, and transforms the world through 

loving action.  Really?  I love this mission statement!   

You aren’t saying, like so many mission statements do, that you are going to become a 

beloved community you are saying you already are.  That is faith in action and faith in boldness.  

 Transforming the world through loving action?? Wow!  Do you realize how bold a 

statement that is?  I suspect  you do.  And, since I have been writing and forgetting mission 

statements for almost 35 years, I bet you sometimes not only forget you are about living this into 

reality but you also wonder, maybe even doubt, if it can really be so. 



The Zen teacher Alan Watts wrote, “Faith has no preconceptions; it is a plunge into the 

unknown.”  The same might be said for life.  A plunge into the unknown.  Whatever faith we 

cultivate we start out by giving ourselves, our heart over to it, not knowing where it will lead.  

 

I’m not sure when I gave my heart, my self over to being bold, to dreaming and doing 

things that seemed impossible. I suspect it started when I entered recovery for compulsive 

gambling when I was 21 years old.  I was a faithless person whose life was hanging by a thread.  

I met people who changed their lives and I began to slowly set out to change mine as well.   

 My struggle was not only to stop gambling but at a deeper level it was a struggle to 

define who I was, what I believed in, what I wanted to become and maybe most importantly 

what and who I trusted, or had faith in.  I began reading biographies of people I admired so that I 

could better discover what made them tick and maybe I could get some ideas for myself.  

 

 

 

I read about Martin Luther King, Abraham Lincoln, Helen Keller, Benjamin Franklin, 

Willie Mays, John Kennedy.  I discovered that everyone who I read about had a deep faith, a 

courage, which they drew upon to not only to do great and bold things but to survive the most 

difficult days of their lives.   

The trajectory of my addiction was set to end in my demise.  Over the years the 

realization that I, with the help and grace of people and some higher power, had survived and 

thrived gave me the courage and faith to be bold.   



Boldness has genius, power and magic.  It does indeed.  Especially when it relates 

generosity and abundance. I was first exposed to the concept of tithing, giving away 10% of 

ones’ income away, at a church my wife Kathleen & I attended almost 30 years ago.  Every 

Sunday before the offering was taken, the minister or layperson would share a “prosperity 

lesson”.  One morning a couple shared their story of starting to tithe and the differences it was 

making in their lives.   

Although I could never imagine finding enough money in our budget to give away 10%, 

their sincere joy and peace about money was magnetic.  Over the course of the next two or three 

years Kathleen and I slowly built up to giving away 10% of our income - before taxes - away: 

5% to our congregation and 5% to other causes and projects that moved our hearts.  I never 

imagined I would ever start tithing and now I cannot imagine ever stopping it.  This spiritual 

practice has transformed our lives like no other .  It inspired us to do things we never would have 

done - like buying an RV and taking our kids on a trip around the country after my wife was 

diagnosed with cancer in 1994; like seeing her recover, heeding the call to ministry and entering 

seminary in 1996; like giving up the security of a large congregation ministry for an Acting 

Executive Director job at a ministers association that had never had enough money; like inspiring 

the last two congregations I served to do something they never dreamed they could do.  

The author William Easum, in his book Law of Congregations, writes “Churches - 

congregations - like people, are healthiest when they reach out to others, rather than worry about 

themselves.   Congregations grow because they intentionally reach out; they die because they 

dwell on their own internal problems.”   

When I was called to serve one of our congregations in Atlanta in 2001, I told the 

congregation that within five years we would be giving away 10% of our budget away they 



smiled at me politely.  When I left after five years they were giving over 9% away.  Things were 

even tougher at the Eno River UU Fellowship, in Durham when I arrived in August 2006.   

The budget had a $30,000 deficit and they were giving away less than 2% – they smiled 

and even laughed at me when I promised them within five years we would be giving 10% of the 

budget away.  We ended our first year together with a $45,000 surplus and in my third and final 

year with the the congregation, we gave away 9% of our budget.   

Let me get a bit more real.  I have been going around preaching about faith and boldness 

especially when it comes to generosity and abundance for a long time.  And everywhere I have 

gone it has happened.  But what if you are sitting out there and your house mortgage has been 

foreclosed, you are on furlough because of the government shutdown, or your fixed income has 

gone done 30% because of low interest rates.  If I were you I would be thinking, how can I have 

faith in boldness and generosity now preacher man?   

When the economy is teetering, when the greedy ways of our country’s past have caught 

up with us and we are looking at a new culture of austerity?   Sadly, too often people stay away 

from their religious community when they lose faith, when boldness is only a dream. 

Which is why on Celebration Sunday, during our pledge campaign, at Eno River in 2009 

we asked people to come to make their pledge and get a surprise the congregation would be 

talking about for years to come.  Attendance was up 125 people from the year before.  When we 

invited people to come forward to make their pledge we told them the surprise.  The theme of the 

stewardship campaign that year was Transforming Lives, Transforming Community – Boldly 

Going Where ERUUF Has Never Gone Before.  

 



 I told the congregation that now, in these tough economic times, we had to be bold 

which is why every man, woman and child would get an envelope with from $5 to $500 in it 

with an instruction that simply said. “We invite you to transform lives, transform community by 

taking this money and putting it where it can make the boldest difference in a life and in the 

community – and then tell us what you did.”  We gave almost $8000 away that Sunday.   

Two eight-year old children received $250, one of them was at our congregation for the 

very first time and her folks said she did not stop talking about it for months.  People sent in 

stories of changing lives because of the money they received; some took their $5, multiplied it 

and shared it with others to send money to support poor schools, others gave money to friends 

and members who lost their jobs, some gave it the homeless or to the effort to fight for marriage 

equality.  

That congregation, like most congregations, struggled to make their budget in 2009.  But 

the toughest times in our lives are when our faith is tested and challenged the most.  We made 

our budget and hopefully, reminded people - and especially children -  what is possible with 

faith, commitment - and bold generosity.   

Boldness is a spiritual practice.  So is faith.  We cultivate both when we come to a 

congregation that proclaims that they - that you - fight for a more just world; that we grow as 

informed, spiritual human beings; that we feel safe, accepted and loved - and we are empowered 

to be our authentic selves and that we experience, wonder, inspiration, fulfillment and joy.  

These are bold and faithful claims the First Unitarian Congregation of Wilmington has made.   

 

I imagine, if you are like every congregation I have been part of or worked with, you 

sometimes wonder how you will make each of them come true.  How will you raise enough 



money to fund the programs and people it will take to make these dreams come true?  How will 

you individually and collectively nurture and inspire the faith and trust in boldness to reach for 

stars that might be a dim glimmer in the sky?    How will you say no to the culture and maybe 

even your inner voices that say we cannot change the world, we cannot be everything - and more 

- than what we want to be?  Want a hint...look to your mission.  First Unitarian Congregation of 

Wilmington is a beloved community that nourishes minds and spirit perhaps with faith and 

boldness. 

 

 

Whatever you can do, or dream you can do, begin it.  It is not a disgrace not to reach for 

the stars, but it is a disgrace to have no stars to reach for.  Faith and boldness have 

genius, power and magic in them.  Practice them today and every day...who 

knows what might happen next.... 

May it be so.  Amen 

 


