February 22 Stewardship Reflection

Good morning.
I’m here to welcome you to another season of Stewardship at Albany UU. After the service today, you’ll receive a packet. Inside it is a letter that opens with a quote from adrienne maree brown: “What we practice at the small scale sets the pattern for the whole system.” I was the primary author of that letter, and I want to offer a little context for why that idea is guiding our work this year — and why the practice of stewardship feels so important to me.
As many of you know, by profession, I’m a fundraiser. I’ve spent much of my adult life helping nonprofits I care deeply about raise the resources they need to live into their missions. And one thing I’m seeing more and more clearly — across many sectors — is that the democracy of fundraising is eroding.
More and more institutions are supported by fewer and fewer donors. More dollars are concentrated in fewer hands. Some of that reflects broader economic realities — rising inequality, changing demographics — but some of it comes from something quieter and more human: people assuming that someone else will take care of it, or that well-established institutions will survive and thrive without them leaning in.
And yet, everything I know tells me this: institutions are healthiest, strongest, and most resilient when everyone plays a part.
That’s true in our wider democracy. And it’s true right here, in this congregation.
And here’s the part I really want to name with gratitude: in many ways, Albany UU is bucking that broader fundraising trend.
The truth is that the vast majority of our members and friends participate in giving. Many of you have increased your support year over year. That steady, shared commitment has been working — and it shows.
Our congregation is growing. More families are finding their way here. More young people are participating in our children and youth programs. More young adults are swarming. We’re serving more people through our community breakfast and our Friday Night Lights programs. Our beloved community is expanding — just as we hoped it would.
As part of our stewardship work this year, I’ve spent time talking with our Board Treasurer during budget season. And she tells me this: there is no shortage of good ideas. No shortage of vision. No shortage of thoughtful, well-grounded proposals for programs, for justice work, for community care.
What is limited is the budget.
While our dreams are expansive —it’s our budget that determines how much of that vision we can actually bring to life. Stewardship season is the moment when all of us, together, decide what is possible in the year ahead.
That’s why stewardship matters — not as a transaction, but as a practice. It’s one of the most democratic things we do as a congregation. Every pledge, of every size, is a way of saying: this community matters to me, and I take responsibility for sustaining it.
I’ll also say this: to be a fundraiser, you have to be an optimist. And I am one.
When I look out at this room — and when I think about those joining us on Zoom, and those who aren’t in Community Hall this morning but are very much part of this community — I truly believe that we have enough. Enough care. Enough commitment. Enough generosity to live into our greatest ambitions.
The question isn’t whether the resources exist. The question is whether we will practice, together, the small acts that make them real.
For Liz and me, that means we will be increasing our pledge this year. Not because we’re trying to set a standard, but because this community has given us so much — and because we believe deeply in what Albany UU is today, and is becoming.
My invitation to you is simple: when you receive your stewardship materials today, take some time with them. Don’t worry about what anyone else is giving. Think about what this community means to the world, and to you — and what kind of future you want us to be able to build together.
In a moment when many people feel skeptical of institutions, and when so many budgets feel stretched thin, we have an opportunity to show what strong, well-funded, democratic community can look like — grounded in gratitude, shared responsibility, and care for one another.
What we practice here matters. And what we practice together can shape the world beyond these walls.
Thank you.

