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Cindy Worthington-Berry 
Boxborough Church 
October 28, 2012 
God’s Pyramid Scheme 
 
Let us pray… 
 
 
A torn and ragged one-dollar bill discovered that it was about to be retired from 
circulation. As it slowly moved along the conveyor belt to the shredder, it became 
acquainted and struck up a conversation with a fifty-dollar bill that was meeting the 
same fate. 
 
The fifty began reminiscing about its travels all over the country. Life has been good,” 
the fifty exclaimed. “Why, I’ve been to Las Vegas, the finest restaurants in New York, 
political fund raisers, and just returned from a cruise on the Caribbean.” 
 
Gee,” said the one-dollar bill, “you’re fortunate to have been able to visit all those 
places.” 
 
“So where all have you been in your lifetime, my little friend?” says the fifty?”  
 
“Well, I’ve been to ... the Methodist Church, the Baptist Church, the Episcopal Church, 
the Presbyterian Church, the Lutheran Church, the Catholic Church, the Orthodox 
Church, the Assembly of God Church, the Brethren Church, the Quaker Church, the 
Pentecostal Church, the Charismatic Church, the Mennonite Church, the United Church 
of Christ...” 
 
“Excuse me,” says the fifty, “but what’s a church?” 
 
Generally speaking, it would be a terrible cliché to begin a sermon with a joke, but today 
I have a very good reason.  I’m trying to get us ready to happy. 
 
This morning’s scripture passage comes from Paul’s second letter to the church in 
Corinth.  You’ve encountered the passage in two different ways already this morning.  
Larry read you the verses from The Message, an interpretation of the Judeo-Christian 
scripture.  And on the front of your bulletin and on the insert, you’ve got one of the 
verses lifted out and interpreted slightly differently.  The verse on the bulletin is 2 
Corinthians 9:7:  “God loves it when the giver delights in the giving”.  As Larry 
proclaimed the same verse: “God loves the one who gives gladly.”  But you have probably heard the verse, countless times, expressed in this way:  “God loves a cheerful 
giver.”  Delight, gladness, cheerfulness.  This is how God wants us to feel when we 
give.  Shoot!  God is scoring us not just on what we DO, but how we FEEL about what 
we DO?  Not to mention, God’s LOVE for us is tied into these feelings?! 
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I have to admit to you, a verse like this has been a big struggle for me.  It has been hard 
for me to delight in giving.  I grew up in a middle-class household; we were never close 
to being homeless, and always had plenty of clothes and food.  But there wasn’t money for extras like vacations and dinners out and the Nike sneakers and the Jordache jeans 
that were popular at the time.  Money was a significant source of tension in our house; it felt like money was scarce and something to worry about.  I absorbed that anxiety pretty 
thoroughly, and so to tell you the truth, that’s my default mode:  if the scripture said, “God loves a worried giver,” I’d feel confident I was at the top of God’s list.   
 I’m no longer a child absorbing the anxiety in a household; now I’m the adult creating 
anxiety in a household.  Paul and I have so much more than our parents ever had; and 
yet it’s so easy to compare ourselves to other people our age and declare what we’ve got is not enough.  But wrestling with that knee-jerk sense of scarcity is a powerful 
awareness that the problem isn’t so much in our wallet and our bank account, as it is in 
our heads, and our hearts.  Carolyn Myss writes that everything is either love or fear, 
and I think that is palpably true when it comes to money.  So my spiritual discipline is to 
see my finances through the lens of love, rather than the lens of fear.  More about that 
in a moment. 
 
Because I’m still struggling with this verse from scripture:  “God loves it when the giver 
delights in the giving”.  It strikes me as one of those so-high-I-cannot-reach-it spiritual 
challenges, like “give away everything you have and follow me”, and “do not let the sun 
go down on your anger”.  But in this case it might help to look more closely at the 
context. 
 
The second letter to the church at Corinth was written by Paul, that powerful leader of 
the early church.  Paul had issues, he was kind of a tortured soul, and that spilled over 
into his management style.  He had established a church in the city of Corinth; it was his 
baby.  And as soon as he turned his back they started acting up in all kinds of ways.  So 
he wrote them a letter, the first letter to the church in Corinth.  The most famous part of 
that letter is the 13th chapter, overused at weddings, “Love is patient, love is kind…”.  
That excerpt makes the letter sound sweet, but really the purpose of the letter was to 
get the church at Corinth to straighten up and fly right.  Paul’s tone was probably more 
like, “love is patient, love is kind, not mean and nasty, you dopes”.  Apparently, though, 
the letter did not work, and so Paul showed up in person, and had kind of a tense visit.  
Things still didn’t improve much, so Paul tried another letter.  And this time, he had to 
focus on “the collection”.  You see, the church at Corinth had promised to make a 
significant contribution to a fund created to help the poor in Jerusalem.  Corinth’s pledge 
had even inspired other churches to make large gifts.  Those other churches had 
already completed their donations, but Corinth was far behind.  So you see what was 
happening here?  Paul was running a capital campaign to help the poor in Jerusalem, 
and the renegade church at Corinth was behind on its payments!  Second Corinthians is a collection letter.  And a collection letter, of course, will use whatever means necessary 
to extract payment.  Imagine if the utility companies followed Paul’s example:  “God 
loves you when you pay your electric bill”. 
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Now, as you’re probably aware, this is what’s commonly called the “stewardship 
sermon”, the kick-off to the “stewardship season”, when members and friends of the 
Boxborough church reflect on the financial promise we will make to this community of 
faith for the coming year.  Now, some of you might be experiencing that sinking feeling I 
get when I realize National Public Radio is having a fund drive.  “Oh no”, you’re saying 
to yourself, “She’s talking about money”.  And I am.  But there are some major 
differences between this sermon and NPR’s fund drive.  For one thing, I’m not going to 
say the same thing over and over until you can say the words along with me:  “Just take 
out that pen and write a check to the United Church of Christ, Boxborough, that’s 
UCCB, so that we can keep bringing you the church you need.  You know you’re going 
to do it anyway, just write that check to UCCB so we can get back to our regular 
programming”.  The other difference between the public radio fund drive and the 
stewardship campaign is that I’m not going to preach about stewardship day after day; 
just this standard 10 minutes sermon.  I’m not going to pre-empt the prayer, the anthem, 
and coffee hour. 
 
But I will tell you this is not the last time we’ll talk about money this year.  For money – 
and our relationship to it – is a spiritual issue.  I’m going to give the apostle Paul the 
benefit of the doubt, and say that when he wrote the second letter to the church in 
Corinth, he wasn’t just worried about how it would look if his church didn’t pony up, he 
was also focused on their spiritual well-being. 
 
Remember the verse on the bulletin:  “God loves it when the giver delights in the 
giving”.  The word translated as love is “agape”.  This is the love that wants the highest 
and best for the other, the love that is deeply focused on the well-being of the beloved.  
This is the love of a parent seeing a child healthy and whole, this is the love of a spouse 
joyfully witnessing their partner succeed, this is the love of a teacher seeing their 
students discover new knowledge.  God “loves it” when the giver delights in the giving, 
because God knows how good that delight is for us. 
 
And now, God has science to prove it.  Researchers at the University of British 
Columbia and Harvard Business School have evidence that giving money away makes 
us happier than spending it on ourselves.  Their book, “Happy Money:  The Science of 
Smarter Spending” comes out next May, but they’ve shared some of their findings in 
several articles.  In one study, they stopped people on the street and gave them an 
envelope with $20 and an assignment.  Some had to spend the money on themselves 
by the end of the day.  Others had to spend the money on someone else.  In follow up 
assessments, the people told to spend on others reported significantly greater 
happiness than those told to spend on themselves.  
 
I know, for sure, I’ve seen it in my own life.  I mentioned earlier this idea that everything 
in life comes down to love, or fear.  It is easy for me to tap into fear regarding money, 
and the economy and election ads don’t help:  mortgage, health care, college, 
retirement, oh my gosh the sky is falling!  But I can also shift and realize I’ve got a 
house and clothes and food, and more importantly family and friends and a community 
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of faith, and a God who will be present to me no matter what, and I can look at my 
money with love and figure out how to share it with the world. 
 
Now, for some of us, such a focus might be particularly difficult at the moment.  
Unemployment, illness, divorce, the stock market – outer forces can certainly invite us 
to spend more time in fear than love.  If that’s the case for you, I hope you will let me, 
and this congregation, be a source of support for you; please be in touch with me. 
 
Meanwhile, there is something we all can do, as we contemplate and practice how to be 
cheerful, delighted, glad givers for our own good.  The word in that scripture verse, translated those three different ways:  God loves it when the giver delights in the giving, 
God loves a cheerful giver; God loves the one who gives gladly.  Those are all 
translations of the Greek word hilaros, defined as “cheerful, joyous, prompt to do 
anything”.  (This is the only time the word hilaros appears in the entire Christian 
scripture, and I did wonder if Paul had that “promptness” connotation in mind when he 
used the word in his Corinthian collection letter.)  I, for one, found looking at the Greek word very helpful.  For hilaron is where we get our English word hilarious.  God loves a 
hilarious giver.  God loves it when we give with a light heart, with a sense of humor, with 
laughter on our lips.  God doesn’t want us to give because of dry obligation, or out of 
fear of punishment, or with a sense of lifeless duty.  God, as in all things, wants us to be 
as full of light and life as possible, even more so when we are sharing what we have. 
 
After worship today, members of the Stewardship Team will have pledging information 
to give you, and they’ll mail it to anyone who isn’t here.  Over the next few weeks we’ll 
be thinking more about the delight we find in giving, and the best part is you’re going to 
hear from some fellow parishioners who give in wonderful ways.  On Nov. 18 we’ll have 
a joy-filled celebration of the stewardship campaign.  So it might be a little while before 
you fill out your pledge card, and we’ve still got a few minutes before the offering is even collected.  But I’m going to do everything I can to help us all be hilarious givers, so in 
conclusion, a final bad joke related to our opening bad joke: 
 
A family was driving home from church.  One parent was complaining about everything.  
He said, “The music was too loud.  The sermon was too long.  The announcements 
were unclear.  The building was hot.  The people were unfriendly.  The coffee was 
weak.”  He went on and on, complaining about everything.  Finally, his observant 
daughter said, “Dad, you’ve got to admit it wasn’t a bad show for just a dollar.”  Amen. 
 
 
 


