Abundance and Generosity
Disclaimer

Everybody’s talking about gas prices.  In the Hudson Valley, we’re up to $3.25 per gallon.  It could be $4.00 everywhere by the end of summer.  This concern tends to distract us from thinking about energy, natural resources, and resources in general in a clear-headed, realistic way.  We can look at scarcity in a different way.  I’d like to share some ideas with you this morning which are not the truth; it’s just something to consider.  It’s a conversation.  If it were the truth, we would need to abandon “a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.”  This conversation is drawn from many sources, including the book I was reading at the time I came up with this topic—Alchemy of Abundance by Vassar College professor Rick Jarow.  Some of the ideas are drawn from workshops held at the recent General Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations in 2006 and other educational seminars I have attended.

Scarcity

For the most part, we live in the world as if the central principle of existence were scarcity.  There are, in fact, a few things that are actually, objectively scarce.  Oil is one.  Worldwide production (or more accurately, extraction and refinement, since we don’t actually produce it) of petroleum will probably decline indefinitely from its current peak until it becomes as unavailable as whale oil is now.  Whether that happens in twenty-five or fifty years is a matter of speculation, but it will happen.
Land is scarce.  There is a limited quantity of land on earth, only a small fraction of which is habitable.  As the vast stores of ice at or near the north and south poles continue to melt and the sea rises, land will actually disappear.  What are some other quantities that we think of as scarce?

. . . . 

It’s amazing how much of our thinking is based on the presumption of scarcity.  Sometimes, focusing on what is scarce and making sure we have enough is necessary for survival.  In fact, for most of our existence as a species and for a good deal of the existence of our pre-human ancestors, focusing on things that were scarce—food, water perhaps—was necessary for continued existence.  For some people, unfortunately, that is still the case.  Ensuring that we have enough of scarce material is probably baked into our genetic material.
My parents’ generation was one that reinforced fears of scarcity—for good reason.  Money was scarce.  Jobs were scarce.  The dust bowl threatened to make food itself scarce.  There are good reasons why we behave as if the entire world is a matter of the acquisition and distribution of scarce resources.  We invented the law of supply and demand and we apply it, sometimes blindly, to every aspect of life.
Perhaps by concentrating on scarcity, by focusing on making sure that we have enough of what we need, by acting as if human existence is a zero sum game where one person’s gain is another’s loss, we miss the opportunity to notice and appreciate the opportunities for abundance.  We don’t live in the Great Depression or the Dust Bowl (at least not at the moment).  There has never been a time when more is available to us.  What would happen if we turned our attention to what is abundant?

What are some resources that are, or could be abundant?

Well, we can probably start with food.  It has been said that there is more than enough food to sustain the people currently living on the planet.  Certainly we can see that people in our society have, literally, more food than their bodies know what to do with.  Food is abundant.  The moral and political will to see that everyone living on earth receives an adequate share of this abundant resource seems somewhat lacking.

How about happiness?  Is there anything inherently scarce about happiness?  Is there any reason to think that what makes one person happy necessarily means unhappiness for someone else?  What about possibility?  Possibilities are limited only by our willingness to imagine them.  What other resources can you think of that are abundant?
. . . .

Love is abundant.  When we love someone, it does not reduce our store of love, but often results in receiving more love than we otherwise experienced.  Gratitude is another.  By expressing gratitude, we don’t diminish our supply of the sense of being grateful.  In fact, expressing gratitude often makes us feel even more grateful.
Energy is one that often trips us up.  I’m speaking about both personal energy—the ability to get things done—and the kind of energy that can be measured and quantified by physics.  Who of us has not had the experience of becoming involved in a cause, activity, project or relationship that energized us?

I said before that oil was scarce, and I believe it is.  We often associate oil with energy.  But clearly there are sources of energy that are not nearly as scarce.  We could harness more of the energy from the sun, probably with less of a negative impact to the environment than most other sources of energy.  Who knows?  We might even be able to capture energy from the sun that normally is not incident upon the earth.

Time!  Now there’s a tricky one.  Many of us go through life thinking that there is not enough time.  Somehow, we have this irrational idea that there should be more time than there is.  We have taken notions of scarcity from our experience with other resources such as land and gold and applied it to time as if we could acquire more or hoard it or save it for a later time.  In reality, we have all the time that there is.  We have every moment that there is from the time we are born until the time we die.  Much of the time that we waste, those moments when we fail to be mindful or to be aware of what is happening within us and in our surroundings, we spend worrying about acquiring and holding onto what we believe, usually mistakenly, is scarce.

Then, of course, there is money.  You knew I was getting around to that, didn’t you?  When I decided to make abundance and generosity the topic of this program, I really wasn’t thinking, at least not primarily, about money.  But events between then and now have led me to give a little more thought to money.  I am not an economist.  In fact, I have never taken one single course on economics.  But I believe that treating money as a finite, scarce resource is a mistake.  It’s not that simple.  We’ve seen that the stock market can generate or disappear trillions of dollars almost instantaneously.  What’s with that?  Clearly, money is more mutable than physical resources such as land and oil and food.  Money is nothing more than a conversation about what things are worth to whom, when.
What game are you playing?
Wealth, one manifestation of money, has survival value.  Depending on what populations you look at and what you measure, there is either a strong or weak correlation of wealth to life expectancy.  On a global scale, the more wealth you have (on average), the longer you will survive.

So if you’re playing the survival game, accumulating wealth can be an important strategy.  There is only one problem with the survival game, however:  no one has ever won!  The longest anyone has lived (discounting the myths in various ancient cultures) is a decade or two over one hundred years.  You could argue that the people alive today have not lost the survival game yet, but there’s little doubt that we will each lose eventually.

So let’s invent a new game.  I’d like to invent a game called “Generosity.”  We can make up our own rules.  After all, this is not the truth; it’s a conversation, something to consider.  In this game, wealth has value, but only if you give it away.  The long-term accumulation of wealth is not a good strategy, because the more you accumulate, the more you have to give away.  It isn’t a bad strategy either, because having an abundance of wealth just means you get to give more away.  It may be more work to give away a lot of wealth than a little wealth, but it’s not such an onerous thing.
Income also has a role to play in the game of generosity.  The more you have, the more you can give.  In fact, we might even invent that it’s a sliding scale.  The greater your income, the greater is the percentage of it that you have to give away.  It’s sort of like the tax rate.  But don’t get upset with me about taxes.  Remember, this is just a game, played for keeps with real money.
Here are some other rules:

1. You can only give to causes and organizations you support.  They don’t have to be perfect (even Jesus wasn’t perfect), but they shouldn’t be vile either.

2. You cannot give to people on the basis of a telephone call, especially during dinner or family time.  It’s just encouraging rudeness.

3. You don’t have to have a reason to give.  You can just choose to give for no reason at all.  In fact, sometimes that’s the best way to give.

4. It’s best if you give to a cause or organization that you can also support with your time and energy—two quantities we’ve already discovered are abundant.

5. It’s not required, but you get a bonus for refraining from buying something for yourself in order to give to a cause you believe in.

6. The more you give (without depriving yourself or your family of the necessities of good health, nutrition, safety and shelter), the more fun you will have.

You can modify, subtract from or add to the rules.  You can make up your own rules.  It’s your game.  Have fun!  Everybody can win!
Let’s apply some of these concepts to religious and other charitable organizations.  You can imagine this conversation applying to your Fellowship, but it doesn’t have to.  In some religious organizations, there is a specific expectation on what members should give.  In many cases, especially in some of the more conservative Christian traditions, it is called a tithe—which means 10% of a person’s income.  I remember from my childhood my Roman Catholic friends telling me, whether it was true or not, that the priest told each family how much to give.  I understand that in the Muslim community the goal is to give 5% each year—not of your income, but of your net worth.  

Duty and compliance, however, rob generosity of its fun and vitality.  People tend not to be inspired by the prospect of paying what they owe.  Likewise, it is not very fulfilling to give to mere maintenance.  Budgets as a basis for requesting support tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies.  Income always manages to be just a little bit less than what was budgeted.
In contrast, generosity is not about money, but about relationships.  An organization that successfully taps into the generosity of it members is one that enables them to live out their faith and commitments.  It provides opportunities to act on people’s beliefs.  Money is one way to make a concrete connection.  If you get a chance, read about President Bill Sinkford’s report to the General Assembly last spring.  If that doesn’t make you proud to be a UU, one of us is in the wrong meeting.
Generosity clearly has a spiritual component.  Often our concentration on scarcity is based on a sense of deserving.  We worry that we’re not getting all that we deserve or that we are entitled to.  A profound spiritual practice is the practice of being not deserving.  This does not mean being unworthy; it is simply being not deserving.  It is recognizing that we do not own anything.  Everything we have is on loan.  Being not deserving, which is part of generosity, is caring for what outlasts us.  Being generous is being willing to have what you don’t deserve, being willing to have what you didn’t earn and giving as a way of saying “thank you.”
The Jordan River flows from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea.  The Sea of Galilee gives, while the Dead Sea keeps.  That’s why it’s dead.  We’re all dying—we can go in a flash of brilliance.  We can become dissenters from the dominant church of material affluence.

This is a subject I could go on about for quite some time.  But I’d like to wrap up with the story of a UU congregation not far from here.  Utica, NY is an impoverished area—an industrial city that has fallen on bad times.  There is a UU congregation in Utica with about 200 members.  60% of them fall below the federal poverty line.  Not one member earns more than $50,000 per year.  The congregation has been bankrupt four times in its history.
They used to have a story that goes something like this:  We’re a poor congregation; always have been; always will be.  But they changed that story.  Now they see themselves as being in the hope-making, possibility generating business.  Their stories are not about their scarcity, but about what makes them excited about being UUs.  They share why they’re there and why they keep coming back.  Their stories are about how they live their values.

They have moved away from a focus on fund-raising policies and techniques, on studying the by-laws—approaches that are based in a scarcity model and tend to shut down people’s generosity.  Instead, they listen to dreams and feel each other’s passion.  Instead of focusing on how much money is needed to keep the doors open, they ask each other questions like “What do you value?”  “Do you have a sense of hope?”  “How is this congregation holding you?”  “Are you transforming the world?”
There’s no way to know why they are successful, but they claim their donations average $1,500 per person (that’s per person, not pledging unit).  Is that accurate?  I don’t know.  It’s not the truth, but something to consider.

I hope that through this little conversation we’ve had this morning you can look at scarcity and abundance In a new way.  Love what is plentiful as much as what is scarce.  Inventing your own rules, play the game of generosity. 

