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Love	Let	Go	
Generosity	@	First	Covenant	of	Minneapolis	
Feb.	11,	2018	
	
	
Good	morning	to	you	good	people	of	First	Covenant!	I	had	the	pleasure	of	getting	
to	know	Pastor	Dan	throughout	the		years.	And	every	time	I’ve	talked	with	him,	I	
leave	feeling	more	inspired	and	more	hopeful	about	God’s	work	in	the	world.	It’s	
a	good	feeling	knowing	there	are	leaders	like	him	out	there	–	laboring	for	the	
Lord.		
	
So	I	know	I’m	standing	in	some	big	shoes.	I	also	know	that	while	Dan	can	stretch	
the	preaching	moment	a	bit,	it’s	not	cool	for	the	guest	preacher	to	do	that.	And	
you’ve	got	a	full	Sunday	here	at	First	Covenant.	So	I’m	going	to	get	right	to	it.		
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 ****	
Today	I	get	to	bring	you	a	message	rooted	in	experience	and	brimming	with	hope.	
I	have	seen	this	message	bring	understanding	between	divided	opinions,	allow	
impoverished	folks	to	feel	extravagant,	and	contribute	to	a	deeper	sense	of	
satisfaction	and	self-worth.			
	
It’s	a	message	of	challenge.	Of	invitation.	Of	transformation.	It’s	not	a	silver	bullet	
for	all	our	woes,	but	it’s	a	pretty	awesome	start.	(And)	it	begins	with	what	is	
already	present	in	you	right	now.		
	
What	if	I	were	tell	you	that	right	now	–	sitting	here	on	this	chilly	mid-Western	
morning	you	have	a	super-power	capable	of	improving	almost	every	aspect	of	
your	life?		
	
A	power	so	potent	that	it	is	virtually	guaranteed	to	make	our	lives	better.	We	
literally	flourish	when	we	use	this	power.	And	not	just	us	--	this	superpower	has	
the	strength	to	even	influence	friends	of	our	friends.	

Researchers	tell	us	when	we	exercise	this	power	we	have	increased	energy,	
empathy	and	happiness.		In	fact,	studies	show	that	people	who	use	this	power	are	
happier,	healthier,	less	likely	to	suffer	depression	and	they	even	live	longer	than	
those	who	don’t	use	this	power.		
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Would	you	believe	it?	
		
Most	of	us	would	say	no.	We	don’t	believe	it.	Meaning	that	for	most	of	us	this	
amazing	power	is	just	lying	there	–	dormant	–	even	though	it	has	the	capacity	to	
unleash	a	flood	of	good	things	in	us	and	in	the	world.			

This	super	power	is	generosity.	And	in	the	world	of	social	science	research	people	
are	tripping	over	themselves	studying	it	because	the	more	they	find	out	about	it,	
the	bigger	and	more	lasting	are	the	implications	of	using	this	power.		

A	research	team	from	Harvard	under	the	direction	of	professor	Michael	Norton		
gave	free	money	to	sports	clubs,	sales	teams,	and	randomly	chosen	individuals.	
Some	of	the	recipients	were	given	the	freedom	to	spend	the	money	on	whatever	
they	wanted	–	no	restrictions.	Others	were	told	they	could	spend	the	money	was	
they	desired	as	long	as	they	spent	it	on	others.		Each	group	were	told	they	
needed	to	spend	or	give	away	the	money	within	a	specified	window	of	time.		

Listen	to	what	happened:		

Repeatedly,	the	salespeople	made	more	sales	when	they	were	told	to	give	the	
money	away.	The	intramural	sports	teams	dominated	their	league	*winning	
more	than	25%	more	games	than	those	teams	who	kept	the	money.	Consistently,	
individuals	and	groups	said	they	were	happier	and	felt	closer	to	their	friends	and	
colleagues	when	they	gave	to	others	---	even	when	they	gave	to	people	they	
didn’t	know!		

And	what’s	more	---	Norton	found	these	conclusions	hold	true	all	over	the	world.	
Country	after	country.	And	those	conclusions	have	been	holding	for	some	time.	A	
0’8	Gallop	Poll	found	that	across	136	countries,	that	donating	to	charity	had	a	
similar	relationship	to	happiness	as	that	of	doubling	household	incomes!		

That	is	downright	crazy!	Yes.	I’m	with	you.	It’s	downright	transformational.	The	
benefits	of	a	generous	life	are	demonstrative,	verifiable	and	authentic.	And	those	
benefits	are	all	right	within	our	grasp!	We	seem	to	be	literally	hard-wired	to	give.		

As	a	Christian	and	as	a	pastor,	I	love	it	when	the	big	brains	of	social	research	
catches	up	to	what	God	has	been	telling	us	all	along.	Let	me	show	you	what	I	
mean.		

SLIDE	Genesis	1:26-31	
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You	know	these	verses	–	they	come	from	the	opening	chapters	of	Genesis	tells	
the	story	of	how	the	Hebrew	people	understood	the	beginning	of	the	world.	This	
is	the	creation	story.	Now,	the	Egyptians,	other	Mesopotamian	peoples	have	
creation	stories	too.	But	they	differ	in	some	important	ways	from	the	story	of	
Yahweh.	And	their	differences	point	you	in	very	different	directions	from	that	of	
Genesis	1.	

At	verse	26,	we	are	picking	up	the	creation	story	near	the	end,	as	humankind	is	
being	made	in	the	image	of	the	Godhead.		

Let	us	bara	to	form,	or	to	craft,	adam	in	our	tselem	(image)	in	our	demuth	
(likeness).	In	the	ancient	world	there	was	a	distinction	between	image	and	
essence.	An	image	was	a	model,	a	form,	it	was	a	container	which	would	contain	
the	essence	of	that	which	it	represented.		

So	here	the	understanding	that	there	is	a	container,	a	tselem,	that	will	contain	
some	characteristics	of	god.	In	the	Egyptian	literature	says	the	pharaohs	are	that	
image	and	that	likeness.	The	pharaohs	–	kings-	were	God’s	representatives.		

The	Hebrews	knew	better.	They	knew	this	godlike	nature	wasn’t	just	for	kings,	it	
was	everybody.	There	was	an	aspect	of	yours	and	my	essence	-	of	our	essential	
core	-	that	was	like	God.		

Alone	in	the	world	of	ancient	literature,	the	Judeo-Christian	narrative	describes	a	
faceless,	nameless	God	who	intentionally	creates	a	world	of	beauty,	diversity,	and	
wonder.	It	was	a	fragile,	cosmic	world	of	moving	planets,	cycles	of	life	and	
death, expanding	space. A	God	who	-	in	one	swift	move,	God	handed	it	over	to	
men	and	women.	Look	at	verse	29,	I	give	you	every	seed	bearing	plant,	every	
tree…I	give	you	everything	that	has	the	breath	of	life	in	it.		

God	gives	control	to	the	creatures.	Those	twelve	thousand	ant	species?	Their	
destiny	was	now	controlled	by	the	sons	of	Adam.	The	mountain	ranges	of	
Wyoming?	Its	fate	was	up	to	Eve.		

From	the	naming	of	the	animals	to	the	tilling	of	the	ground,	all	the	beauty	and	
wonder	was	given	to	us:	you,	me,	and	the	guy	down	the	street.	The	livelihood	of	
creation	was	entrusted	to	us.	We	were	asked	to	treat	it	carefully	and	love	it	well.	
We	were	invited	to	help	the	earth	and	humankind	flourish	together.	This	is	part	of	
that	first	story	---	that	we	have	a	generous	God	who	freely	yields	everything	to	us.		
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I’m	convinced	the	reason	this	research	is	now	confirming	that	generosity	is	good	
for	us	is	because	generosity	is	our	essential	nature.		

It’s	the	meta	framing	story	for	everything	that	follows.	Building	on	that	God-given	
fundamental	story	has	all	sorts	of	implications	for	how	human	life	is	constructed.		

It	means	that	before	we	were	gripped	by	the	worry	of	scarcity,	we	knew	the	reality	
of	abundance;	before	we	felt	the	spasm	of	self-protection,	we	felt	the	pleasure	of	
plenty.	And	before	there	was	a	story	of	human	isolation	and	fear,	there	was	a	
better,	more	encompassing	story	of	community	and	blessing. 	

You	know	why	we	have	this	super	power	capable	of	making	us	happier,	healthier?	
Because	we	have	generosity	hard-wired	into	our	very	natures.	So	yeah,	when	we	
act	out	of	that	sacred	nature,	good	things	follow.		

And	when	we	live	generously,	we	start	to	recover	that	deeper	truth.	We	pull	
down	the	falsity	of	the	lies	we	have	been	fed.	And	we	start	to	recover	the	joy	
that	was	part	of	this	image	and	essence	all	along.		

But	as	we	know	–	just	because	the	research	says	exercise	is	good	for	us	–	doesn’t	
mean	we	do	it.	And	just	because	God’s	word	says	there’s	a	better	way	of	living,	
doesn’t	mean	we	follow	that	advice	either.		

This	super	power	of	generosity	may	be	good	for	us	–	but	it	doesn’t	mean	it’s	easy	
to	do.	As	my	community	of	LaSalle	Street	Church	learned.		

	 	 	 	 	 	 ***	

It	was	the	summer	of	2014	when	I	learned	that	a	housing	development	LaSalle	
and	three	other	churches	had	a	partnership	with	had	sold.	In	fact	a	couple	of	the	
people	from	LaSalle	who	were	instrumental	in	building	that	partnership	are	now	
here	at	First	Covenant	–	Dan	&	Mary	Wilkening.		

The	development	-	unimaginatively	named	“Atrium	Village”	because	of	the	open	
space	in	the	largest	(10	story)	unit	had	been	sold	to	a	Canadian	investor.	Each	of	
the	churches	stood	to	receive	what	ended	up	totaling	1.6	million!		

I	received	that	message	on	a	hot	June	day	(the	opposite	of	this	one!).	It	was	a	
Monday	(the	time	honored	pastoral	day	off)	and	our	attorney	in	the	negotiations	
had	texted	me	as	the	deal	was	signed.		I	was	immediately	flooded	with	
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amazement	–	that	sum	was	almost	double	our	annual	budget!	Imagine	the	kind	
of	goodness	and	ministry	this	sum	could	become	(create)	in	our	missionaries	and	
ministries.		

But	right	on	the	heels	of	amazement,	I	felt	apprehension.		

I	had	watched	while	a	neighborhood	church	had	slowly	calcified	under	the	
financial	“blessing”	of	a	hefty	endowment.	I	had	been	part	of	family	squabbles	
involving	inheritances,	and	I	knew	my	dear	wonderful	parishioners:	Delightfully	
engaged	in	causes,	actively	working	for	the	Kingdom	of	God	and	all	with	very	
strong	and	well	informed	opinions!		

And	deep	inside	me	this	question	started	to	form:	Will	we	survive	this	windfall?	
Now,	isn’t	that	a	funny	thing	to	be	thinking	as	you’re	still	holding	the	phone	with	
this	amazing	text?!?		Will	we	survive	this	blessing?		

[After	all,	we	were	facing	some	significant	church	challenges	–	the	loss	of	our	
parking	lot	(an	existential	threat	for	an	urban	church),	a	rapidly	gentrifying	
neighborhood	that	was	pushing	out	long	time	members,	and	always	bigger	
dreams	than	we	ever	had	money	to	fulfill.]	

Well,	we	not	only	survived,	we	thrived	in	the	windfall	–	as	Ami	Campbell	and	I	
describe	in	our	book	about	this	experience:	Love	Let	Go.		As	individuals	and	as	a	
community	we	emerged	with	a	greater	sense	of	connectedness	and	vision,	a	
deeper	respect	for	those	around	us	and,	a	reawakened	awareness	of	how	much	
beauty	and	goodness	is	all	around	us.			

And	I’m	convinced	that	all	of	those	graces	followed	from	our	(hard	fought)	
decision	to	hold	this	blessing	as	open	handedly,	as	loosely,	as	generously	as	God	
held	creation	to	Adam	and	Eve	We	wanted	that	story	from	Genesis	–	echoed	by	
Abraham,	and	the	prophets	and	Jesus	–	to	be	our	story	too.		

Our	first	decision,	and	the	one	that,	surprisingly,	caught	the	attention	of	literally	
people	all	over	the	world,	was	the	decision	to	give	the	first	10%		-	$160,000	to	
every	one	of	our	congregates.	We	distributed	$500	checks	to	folks	on	a	
September	morning	when	we	broke	the	news	about	the	real	estate	sale.		

By	the	time	of	the	second	service,	we	had	people	I’d	never	seen	lining	up	outside	
our	fellowship	hall	because	they	had	gotten	the	news	on	the	street	that	the	
church	was	handing	out	free	money!		That	ended	up	being	a	pretty	crazy	morning.		
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It	was	also	kind	of	a	scary	morning	for	me	personally.	At	the	time,	it	felt	like	such	
high	stakes	moment	to	me.	I	mean,	$160,000	is	not	chump	change.	While	I	was	
convinced	that	this	is	what	God	desired	us	to	do.	I	still	walked	into	church	that	
day	with	sweaty	palms	and	a	pit	in	my	stomach.	My	ego	worrying	if	people	were	
going	to	see	me	as	“the	pastor	who	squandered	the	money”?	

You	know,	it	strikes	me	that	doing	anything	against	the	norm,	is	a	little	terrifying.	
At	least	if	you	are	a	person	who	normally	presents	as,	you	know,	pretty	normal.	
We	can	say	we	trust	people	to	be	led	by	the	Spirit,	to	make	good	decisions,	but	to	
place	a	$500	check	in	their	hands	and	say,	“Go	and	do	good”	makes	those	words	
real.		

I	am	so	glad	we	went	against	the	norm.	Otherwise	we	would	have	missed	just	
how	astonishing	people	actually	are:	

SLIDE		-	STEVE	MARTIN	

Steve	Martin	had	been	at	LaSalle	for	about	10	years	when	he	received	his	$500	
check.	For	about	9	½	of	those	years,	Steve	had	been	homeless,	living	under	a	Lake	
Shore	Drive	underpass.		A	few	months	earlier,	some	church	folks	had	helped	
Steve	outfit	a	one-room	place	at	a	nearby	YMCA.	I	suspect	most	of	us	in	this	room	
would	agree	that	Steve	had	“next	to	nothing”	in	his	physical	possessions.			

It	would	have	been	reasonable	for	Steve	to	even	have	seen	himself	his	own	
situation	as	being	worthy	of	the	gift.	Yet	within	a	few	weeks	of	getting	his	check,	
Steve	endorsed	it	to	the	church,	(no	checking	account)	and	with	most	of	the	cash	
in	hand,	Steve	went	up	the	road,	rounded	up	his	long-time	friends	still	living	
under	park	streets	and	over	street	grates,	and	treated	them	to	a	movie	and	what	
he	called,	“a	real	restaurant	meal”.		

For	that	afternoon,	we	were	all	just	a	bunch	of	regular	guys,	Steve	told	me.		

	 	 	 	 	 	 ***	

Repeatedly,	we	found	that	the	folks	gave	to	the	people	and	causes	and	needs	
they	were	most	familiar	with.	Not	surprisingly,	right?		

SLIDE		-	ROSEMARY	&	ERIK	BAKER	

Rosemary	and	Erik	lived	in	a	southside	Chicago	neighborhood	often	in	the	news	
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for	its	overwhelming	violence	and	under-performing	schools.	Over	the	years	they	
kept	choosing	to	live	among	their	neighbors	–	even	as	they	easily	could	have	
relocated	to	another	part	of	town.		

Their	combined	checks	of	$1,000	sat	while	they	weighed	various	options…and	
while	they	prayed,	violence	struck	again	–	this	time	it	was	the	young	man	who	
grew	up	next	door.	They	were	humbled	and	grateful	to	use	their	Love	Let	Go	
funds	to	provide	for	a	funeral,	a	burial	and	a	repast.		

	 	 	 	 	 	 **	

From	person	to	person	–	we	saw	the	action	of	one	person	ripple	out	to	another.	
Chris	Ford,	is	a	real	estate	agent	and	a	volunteer	football	coach	who	used	his	
check	to	start	the	first	Fellowship	of	Christian	Athletes	at	a	school	in	a	rough	
Chicago	neighborhood	which	led	to	his	interaction	with	a	track	coach		-	who	was	
fielding	a	X-country	team	that	were	running	in	their	high	tops	–the	only	shoes	they	
had!	–	which	led	to	another	group	of	people	getting	involved	in	the	track	
program.			

And	here	was	one	of	our	biggest	learnings:	And	it	goes	back	to	that	“it’s	terrifying	
to	do	the	unexpected	thing”	that	I	mentioned	earlier.	Generosity	had	a	way	of	
blowing	the	lid	off	our	imaginations.	We	started	to	realize	that	“the	way	things	
are”	these	systems,	those	divisions,	aren’t	set	in	stone	–	forever	and	ever	amen.	
They	are	constructs	we	created.	From	patterns	and	dispositions	and	labels	we	
learned	and	we	put	down.	We	realized	there	were	situations/	problems	we	could	
change!		

I	know	it	may	sound	clichéd	to	say,	Be	the	change	you	seek	in	the	world.	But	at	a	
sensory	level	we	started	to	believe	that.	We	could	be	the	change	to	those	
problems	you	see	and	think,	“Dang,	Why	doesn’t	somebody	do	something	about	
that?”	

SLIDE		-	PAUL	HETTINGA	
	
One	of	those	is	the	financial	bondage	created	by	payday	lending	institutions.	We	
may	be	all	over	the	map	on	government	regulations	and	such,	but	God’s	word	is	
pretty	clear	that	usury	and	exorbitant	interest	rates	for	the	working	poor	have	no	
place	among	God’s	people.	So	a	group	of	folks		-	led	by	a	good	Dutch	guy	from	
Grand	Rapids!	-	fanned	out	to	various	ministry	partners	around	Chicago	to	
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determine	if	we	could	provide	an	alternative.	Sure	enough,	after	many	months	of	
research	and	interviewing.	Fran	(stands	for	the	Financial	Resource	Assistant	
Network	---		proof	that	we	are	still	as	challenged	with	names	as	we	were	when	we	
built	Atrium	Village!)	opened	for	business,	with	100K	in	cash	and	in	partnership	
with	a	community	based	credit	union.		
	
The	first	loan	was	made	to	an	older	lady	who	lives	on	her	$745	/	month	social	
security	check.		It	costs	her	$30	to	cash	her	government	check	at	the	currency	
exchange.	She	then	gets	money	orders	–	costing	$15	each	–	to	pay	her	bills.	Her	
money	fees	alone	are	close	to	$100	–	almost	1/7	of	her	total	monthly	income.	
Last	month	thru	some	unforeseen	challenges	she	found	herself	in	desperate	need	
of	an	immediate	small	loan.		
	
With	FRAN,	this	senior	citizen	is	getting	a	short	term	loan.	But	she	also	receives	
some	basic	financial	lessons	from	some	good	people	who	aren’t	trying	to	exploit	
her.		

	 	 	 	 	 	 ***	

And	the	story	continues…in	ways	I	could	never	have	imagined.	Last	November	I	
talked	with	some	folks	at	a	“big	steeple”	church	in	St.	Louis,	Missouri.		
	
It	was	a	conference	call	with	another	guy	from	what	they	were	calling	The	
Discernment	Committee.	The	church	had	received	a	surprise	bequest	and	the	
pastor	had	read	LLG	and	convened	a	group	to	discern	what	to	do	with	the	money.		
	
“It	never	entered	our	minds	to	give	away	the	money”	they	told	me,	“until	we	
heard	your	example”	
	
Wow,	That’s	just	really	cool,	I	said.	We	spent	an	hour	talking	about	the	process	
we	used,	and	the	high	points	and	the	things	that	were…not	so	high.	It	was	fun	
reliving	the	experience,		and	as	we	were	wrapping	up,	I	asked	them,	so	how	much	
money	did	you	receive?	“$2.4	million,”	they	responded.	“From	a	guy	who	we	
thought	didn’t	have	more	than	$5	to	his	name.”	It	was	about	double	their	annual	
budget.			
	
“It	never	entered	our	minds	to	give	away	the	money…until	we	heard	your	
example”	
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I	put	the	phone	down	that	day	and	just	sat	there.	It	was	a	similar	message	that	I	
had	heard	from	a	church	in	Cincinnati,	Ohio	and	Maplewood,	NJ	and	Lake	Wales,	
Florida.		That	message	wasn’t	all	that	different	from	what	I	heard	from	a	Baptist	
pastor	down	in	Texas	to	the	Episcopal	priest	across	the	street.		
	
Remember	when	I	said	that	generosity	has	the	power	to	influence	friends	of	your	
friends?	It’s	called	the	social	contagion	theory—a	way	of	explaining	how	social	
behaviors	transfer	across	members	of	a	group	or	network,	much	the	way	a	
contagious	disease	spreads.	We	all	well	know	the	theory	of	reciprocity	–	you	
scratch	my	back	and	I’ll	scratch	yours.	It’s	a	two-way	quid	pro	quo.	That’s	the	way	
the	world	works	we	say.		

But	social	contagion	theory	suggests	more	--	that	one	person’s	behavior	in	a	
single	interaction	of	generosity	extends	beyond	the	two	people	initially	involved.	
Well	beyond.	When	it	comes	to	generosity,	one	act	of	giving	ripples	out	three	
degrees	of	separation.		

In	other	words,	your	kind	act	to	me	today	will	cause	me	to	do	something	
generous,	which	in	turn	will	inspire	an	act	of	kindness	on	yet	another	person’s	
part,	which	will	once	again	inspire	an	act of	kindness	by	a	fourth	person		

Social	Contagion.	Jesus	had	another	name	for	it:	He	called	it	the	mustard	seed.		
	
A	generous	act,	even	a	seemingly	insignificant	one	buried	and	unseen	like	the	
seed,	births	other	acts	reaching	far	beyond	the	original	source.	The	smallest	
gesture	of	generosity	just	keeps	erupting	in	succeeding	acts	of	love.		
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 ***	
	
Objectively	speaking	our	church	is	nothing	particularly	amazing.	I	mean	I’m	in	love	
with	my	people	–	but	we	bicker	and	stew	and	drive	each	other	crazy	like	any	
other	place.	We’re	just	a	bunch	of	bumbling	disciples.	Nobodies!		
	
Yet	God	used	our	little	actions	of	generosity	to	open	hearts	and	minds.	This	entire	
experience	revealed	to	me	again	–	that	people	are	starving	to	see	the	Good	News	
in	practice.	The	world	is	dying	to	have	their	imaginations	awaken	to	the	upending,	
norm	defying,	work	of	God.		
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We	have	forgotten	that	we	were	created	for	connection,	for	mutual	support.	That	
we	have	been	blessed,	in	order	to	bless	others.	That	all	of	this	wonder	and	grace	
aren’t	to	be	clutched	and	blocked,	they	are	to	gracefully	pass	through	us	and	
ripple	to	those	beyond	ourselves.		
	
That’s	what	we	tapped	into.	LaSalle	had	a	public	moment	to	just	live	the	way	you	
and	I	are	created	to	live	-	the	way	we	are	hardwired	by	God	–	and	people	found	it	
so	alluring	they	wanted	it	(too).			
	
The	good	news	is	that	they	can.	You	and	I	sitting	in	this	room	today.	Or	watching	
around	the	country,	you	have	so	much	more	than	$500	–	or	$1.6	Million.	“Is	not	
your	life	worth	more	than	money?”	Jesus	asks.			
	
You	are	God’s	image.	Your	body,	your	life	is	the	container	in	which	God	dwells.	
Put	here.	At	this	time.	To	show	the	world	something	of	God.		
	
You	have	been	given	the	ability	to	build	a	new	future	for	others.	Your	simple	
repeated	actions	of	care	for	your	next	door	neighbor.	Your	showing	up	to	read	at	
the	local	elementary	school.	Your	extra	kindness	to	the	patient	under	your	watch.	
Your	generosity-	of	heart,	mind	and	spirit	and	purse		-	has	the	power	to	change	
the	world.		
	
So	be	of	good	cheer	–	God	is	already	actively	at	work,		
And	be	bold		-	Jesus	already	broke	all	the	norms	out	there.	
And	live	as	generously	and	God	has	given	to	you.		
	
Amen.		
	

	


