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Let us pray... 
 
This is a balloon pump.  It should have come, standard, with the denomination’s 
generosity materials, but it didn’t.  Every year our denomination, the United Church of 
Christ, offers creative images, themes, and scripture passages on bulletin covers, 
letterhead, and brochures.  These materials are for annual giving, aka the stewardship 
campaign, or the generosity program, as we call it here.  In the last few years, the 
materials have highlighted plants and pears.  This year, it’s balloons, as you can see on 
the front of your bulletin. 
 
Now, our amazing Generosity Team loves a visual tie-in and balloons are easy, so this 
fall we’ve had a few balloons around as decorations, and last month we each wrote on a 
paper balloon the blessing we wish the whole world could have.  And today, as you 
might have noticed, our altar is a giant bouquet of balloons.  But, as I’ve mentioned 
before, there is a helium crisis, so our balloons this morning are all filled with air instead 
of a precious element.  Walker Royce’s air, to be exact.  However, the carbon dioxide 
and oxygen we breathe out is also quite precious.  So, to avoid light-headedness, our 
generosity team has also been using these balloon pumps.  This, of course, results in 
carpel tunnel problems, so thank goodness today is our last balloon day. 
 
Indeed, today I am much less focused on the outside of the balloon - the pretty, shiny, 
colorful veneer - than the inside, specifically the breath, from pump or lung, used to blow 
it up.  I mean, blown up, a balloon is alive, and fun, and full of joy.  Without the breath, a 
balloon is just... meh.   
 
In this morning’s scripture passage, Jesus reveals the importance of breath.  He had 
died:  he’d been tortured and killed and buried.  But he somehow came back to his 
friends, alive again.  And what does he do?  He breathes on them.  He breathes on 
them, not the breath of death and loss, but the breath of new life.  He breathes on them, 
and says, “Take this.  It’s the breath of God.”   
 
The Greek word used for “breathed” is “emphysao”, like “emphysema”.  And the word 
for “breath” is “pneuma”, like “pneumonia”.  It’s interesting to me that these Greek words 
for breath and breathing have become words related to difficulty with breath and 
breathing.  Usually when we’re talking about breathing problems, we’re talking about the 
difficulty of getting breath in.  Obviously, that’s a matter of life and death.  We need to 
breathe in so we can capture oxygen and move it through our body, to feed our cells.  
And if you’ve exercised or meditated or sung, you know that breathing deeply not only 
helps increase our energy, but also our sense of calm and well-being.  Now, too often in 
the Protestant tradition we worship from the neck up.  So let’s not just talk about 
breathing, let’s actually breathe.  We’ll do 4 / 5 / 8:  breathe in for four, hold it for five, 
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breathe out for eight...  If you haven’t done this before, consider putting your hands on 
your abdomen, because that’s the cavity you want to move with your breath, not the 
shoulders... 
 
Okay, so breathing in is really important.  But so is breathing out.  Physiologically 
speaking, when we breathe out we’re getting rid of excess carbon dioxide.  Plus, we 
have to breathe out just to make room for more breath to come in.  Wellness experts 
like Dr. Andrew Weil advise us we often don’t breathe out enough, leaving residual 
carbon dioxide in our lungs.  That’s why the 4 / 5 / 8 exercise has a longer count for the 
outbreath.  So while breathing in, deeply, is very very good, that doesn’t mean you can 
just breathe in, and breathe in more, and then more, and horde it, keep it to yourself, 
hang onto it no matter what.  ‘Cause you’ll pass out.  Your body will knock you out so 
that your autonomic system can take over, and you’ll breathe out, so that you can 
breathe in again.  
 
So our breath is a cycle, right?  We breathe in, we breathe out, we breathe in again.  If 
we try to hold it or stop it, we’re in trouble.  Our very life is dependent on the cycle going 
and going and going. 
 
Jesus breathed on his friends.  He came back from the grave, as a matter of fact, to 
breathe on his friends.  He says to them, “this breath is holy.”  I was kind of wondering if 
he meant that breath was special.  After all, Jesus had been gone - dead and buried, as 
far as his friends knew - for three days.  Maybe during those three days he was 
someplace so beautiful, so perfect, so heavenly, that the very air was different, God-
filled, holy.  Maybe he came back carrying that breath in his lungs, carrying it for his 
friends in the vessel of his own body, that they, too, might breathe in that holy air.  
Maybe that’s what Jesus meant when he breathed on his friends. 
 
But I don’t think so.  I think Jesus was doing what he’d done countless times before.  
Just breathing in, and breathing out.  He saw their pain and anxiety.  He’d just appeared 
through a locked door, for crying out loud:  the disciples were all hyperventilating.  And 
so he locked eyes on them, and reminded them how to breathe:  in...and out...  And as 
happens for us when we breathe deeply, their hearts slowed, their minds calmed.  So 
was that a holy breath Jesus breathed onto them?  Of course it was.  Like every breath 
Jesus ever breathed.  Like every breath the disciples ever breathed.  Like every breath 
you and I have ever breathed.   
 
So that’s what these balloons are full of, today:  holy breath.  Holy breath, poured into 
these vessels.  Holy breath, that will pour out again as the balloons let it go.  Holy 
breath, that will once again become part of the cycle of breath, because that is what the 
breath does:  come in, go out, go on. 
 
As it turns out, this is just about a perfect image for generosity.  Breath is not the only 
thing that is supposed to keep moving, in, and out, and on.  Money works the same 
way.  Think about an investment, like bonds or the stock market.  If everything goes 
according to plan, you give some amount of money, the recipient does good work with 
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the money, you get even more money back.  Or a purchase:  you buy a new couch, 
which means the furniture company can pay their workers, which means they go out to 
eat at the restaurant where you work and tip you well, so you can afford a chair to go 
with the couch.  If the money is just stuck, stuck stuffed under your mattress, stuck like 
breath in the lungs, it doesn’t do anybody any good, and in fact is usually worth less 
over time.  Money, like breath, wants to move, in and out.  The more you let it go, send 
it out, the more it comes back to you.  
 
That’s the message of our generosity program this year:  we are blessed to be a 
blessing.  We have talents and strengths and time and resources -including money.  All 
of these are amazing, wonderful, beautiful blessings.  But they aren’t ours to keep, to 
horde, to hold like a toddler holding her breath until she passes out.  These blessings 
are ours for a moment, for a mission.  They are ours to give to others, to bless the 
world.  Is this easy, in a world focused on scarcity?  Does this come naturally, in a 
culture of fear?  Probably not.  In the same way that we go for days just breathing with 
the top 1/3 of our lungs, we can become used to treating our blessings as an 
endangered species, needing to be boxed up and tucked away.  When really, what our 
blessings need, is to be spread around, so that they can move and grow and touch 
others...and then come back to us, full of life again.  And when they come back, like a 
fresh breath full of oxygen, those blessings enrich our lives more than ever before. 
 
I have to tell you, this has been my experience at this church the last two-plus years.  
Again and again, I find this to be a church focusing its energy on how it can bless the 
world.  I don’t hear, “We need more members to pay our bills.”  Instead, I hear, “Who in 
the community might need some financial support?”  When we talk about improving 
some part of the building, the message is, “We want folks to see this as a safe and 
welcoming place”, rather than “I want my church to be pretty.”  Now, let me say, a pretty 
church that can pay its bills is a wonderful thing, and we have talented and diligent 
leaders and staff making sure we attend to those very things.  But they know why those 
things matter:  not just for the benefit of those who are already within these four walls, 
but so we can bless the world, including those in the world who will never worship here, 
never volunteer for any ministry team here, and never give a dollar to the operating 
budget of this church.  This church, it encounters those people, those places, those 
situations, and it breathes on them.  This church breathes out the holy spirit of love and 
strength and peace on all who need it.  Because this church knows that breath needs to 
keep moving.  This church knows that breath comes from God, is a holy breath, and is 
not ours to keep.  This church knows that breath has come through you, is your life-
giving breath meant to be poured out into the world, not trapped in this one place.  This 
church knows how to breathe, with big, deep breaths.  And this church’s breath blesses 
the world. 
 
In the last month, our worship services have been intentionally focusing on blessing the 
world.  We raked the yards of folks who could use a little extra help, putting our hands to 
work in blessing our neighbors.  We welcomed a transgender man to share his story 
with us, living out our commitment to bless the whole world, no exceptions.  Last week 
we celebrated the youth mission trip, when our young adults blessed the residents of 
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Toronto, Canada.  See, we don’t want to just talk about blessing the world, we want to 
practice it.  And that’s what we’re doing again, today.  We’ve asked each other to think 
and pray and stretch and then make a financial promise for 2015, to actually write down 
and hand in the amount of money that we promise to give the church for the next year.  
Yes, we’re promising to move money like breath, from our own paychecks and savings 
accounts and stock options to the church and into the world.  We’re participating in this 
practice that blesses us, that will help us to grow, that invites us to let go of fear, that will 
bring more into our lives than we give away.  We’re combining our resources to make 
more of a difference, we’re creating opportunities for us to help others, we’re responding 
to the abundance we’ve received, we’re sustaining a community that seeks to be a 
place of safety and health for all people.  We using our blessings to bless the world. 
 
Hopefully you brought your pledge card with you today, or you got one at the beginning 
of worship, and you’re ready to bring it, along with today’s offering, forward during the 
offering time.  The Generosity team will help us:  Jennifer will circulate to gather pledge 
cards from anyone who’d prefer to stay seated, and Griet and I will help up front.  When 
you give your pledge card, or your offering, or you just come forward because what you 
bring today is your own heart, you will receive a balloon, the symbol of our generosity 
program.  May your balloon be a reminder of the life-giving breath that is in it, and in 
you, the breath of God that blesses the world. 
 
So we breathe in, a holy breath.  We breathe in, the spirit of God.  We breathe in, and 
feel the life coursing through our brains.  And then we breathe out - whoosh - and bless 
the world.  Amen. 


