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Enhance, Expand & Soar 
Matthew 11:28-30 
NUCC Traditional (Stewardship Emphasis) 
19 January 2020 
 
*PRAY 
 

A few years ago, The Comprehensive Care Corporation of Tampa, Florida 

published a booklet about stress in our modern world. The facts are alarming:  

(1) One out of four (that’s 25% of the American people) suffers from mild to moderate 
depression, anxiety, loneliness and other painful symptoms which are attributed mainly 
to stress. 
 
(2) Four out of five adult family members see a need for less stress in their daily lives. 
 
(3) Approximately half of all diseases can be linked to stress-related origins, including 
ulcers, colitis, bronchial asthma, high blood pressure and some forms of cancer. 
 
(4) Unmanaged stress is a leading factor in homicides, suicides, child abuse, spouse 
abuse and other aggravated assaults. 
 
(5) The problem of stress is taking a tremendous toll economically, also. In our nation 
alone, we Americans are now spending 64.9 billion dollars a year trying to deal with the 
issue of stress. 
 

And Jesus said: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy 

burdens, and I will give you rest.” Come to me all who are burdened and exhausted, 

and stressed-out, and I will give you peace and comfort and strength. 

Speaking of exhausted, we have been going through a lot of data and 

information lately and the staff compiled this list. Since I became your Senior Minister in 

early 2016, we have accomplished the following things together: 

Renovated Parking Lot 
Renovated Sanctuary 
New logo & branding 
New website 
New bulletin design 
Added weekly e-blast 
Transformed relationship with Precious Cargo Academy 
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Re-located Bargain Box after we lost our lease to continued development 
downtown 

Began Green Justice Team  
Donated $240,000 to Neighborhood Health Clinic with an original goal of 

$125,000 for a dental suite 
Donated $90,000 to Grace Place with an original goal of $25,000 for walk-in 

refrigeration unit & back-up power generator 
Donated $50,000 to our community for Hurricane Irma relief 
Remained #1 giving church to Christmas Fund/Soldiers of the Cross Christmas 

Offering 
Added worshiping community at Arbor Trace 
Added worshiping community at Bentley Village  
Added Facebook Live to worship 
Added Livestream to worship 
Expanded pipe organ with the Young Family Festival Trumpet  
Our Endowment has grown from $1.7M with total annual grants of $59,900 to 

$3.2M with total annual grants of $91,100. Keeping in mind that no money from our 
endowment supports any of our budget or daily operations.  

In 2015, our all-church missional giving was $412,101.62 with $170,000 coming 
from proceeds from Bargain Box. At the close of 2019, our all-church missional giving 
surpassed $600,000 for the first time in church history with no proceeds from Bargain 
Box being used. Instead, it is being saved for grants in 2020. And do you know what 
was budgeted for missions in our operating budget? $89,500. That means that last year, 
our second mile giving was $550,000 – just shy of 1/3 of our operating budget.  

Since 2015, we have welcomed to our staff: 
Megan Black 
Rev. Dr. David Kaiser-Cross 
Rev. Dr. Deb Kaiser-Cross 
Rev. Dr. Sharon Harris-Ewing 
Rich Mancini 
Merrill Noble and 
Chelsea Godwin 
And yet, our staffing costs have only increased on average 3% a year.  
But most notably, our worship attendance has increased from 583 to 749 
And we survived the direct hit of a category 3 hurricane. 
 
All of that was before 2019. This past year, we:  
Donated $400,000 to Habitat for Humanity-Collier with an original goal of 

$250,000 for the construction of eight homes in Immokalee. The community in which 
they are being built is appropriately named Hope. 

Donated $30,000 to People for Guatemala with an original goal of $25,000 for 
new vehicles. 

Added audio podcast of worship 
First Ordination  
First global mission trip in 10 years 
Highest Christmas Eve attendance that surpassed 3,000 
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And this has all been done while asking the congregation to increase its giving by 

only $150,000 over the last three years. If you take that number and divide it among the 

1,200+ members of our congregation that is $125 per household per year or $375 

collectively. And yet, despite asking very little in the way of increases to our operating 

budget, due to the careful attention of our staff and Board of Trustees every year we 

have ended under budget with a surplus to build our cash reserves. All while taking our 

Adult Enrichment brochure from this (hold up 2015-2016) to this (hold up 2019-2020.) 

This year, we are asking each person who completed an Estimate of Giving last 

year, if they are able, to increase it by 5%. And I have made it a personal goal to reach 

500 Estimates of Giving. The highest on record is 497, so this is the year to think in 5’s 

(5% increase and 500 commitments.)  

This is still the best investment in our community. I know of no other entity in 

Naples or Collier County that gathers, on average, 750 people a week, employs 52 full-

time employees, invests $1.5 million and receives a $4.2 million return. I’m not an 

accountant, banker, an investment broker or a financial planner. And as I like to remind 

people, I’m not even in management, I’m just in sales. But if I had those kinds of returns 

on my retirement investments, I would not be planning to remain your Senior Minister as 

long as I am.  

And I want to be clear with you about the complexity of our structure and 

operation. We are asking you to underwrite $1.5 million this year. However, the church 

budget is $1.9 million. The remaining $400,000 comes from money given in the offering 

plate, gifts given that are not a part of an Estimate of Giving, building rentals, etc. From 

there, Precious Cargo Academy this year will operate on an additional $1.5M budget. 
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Our thrift store, Bargain Box, will operate on a $260,000 budget, our Endowment will 

produce an income of approximately $100,000 and our all-church missional giving will 

likely land somewhere around $500,000. All of these entities are in the name of Naples 

United Church of Christ and will constitute a $4.2+M operation for 2020. Combined, 

these entities currently employ 52+ employees (all under the same employer tax 

identification number.)  

I believe it is easy to walk onto a campus that is well maintained, with a talented 

and well-educated staff leading a church that has no debt and operates on a very lean 

budget, and think to yourself: “This place doesn’t need my money as much as other 

places do.” But that could not be further from the truth. Not only is your generosity 

needed for the operation of our church, but we need you to fill out an Estimate of Giving 

card and turn it in to the office so that we can make appropriate financial plans. There 

are cards in the pew backs in front of you and one will arrive in the mail early this week. 

You should also know that we take confidentiality of giving very seriously, and protect 

donor data. There are only two people who have access to giving records: myself and 

our Director of Finance.  

While second-mile giving is exciting and making a tangible impact on people’s 

lives is fulfilling, 2020 will not be a year with any major missional asks. This will be a 

year where we ensure that we are taking care of our needs as a church. Yes, there will 

be a mission trip to Guatemala. Yes, there will be special offerings at Easter, 

Thanksgiving, Advent and Christmas, and our second Alternative Gift Market.  

But I am especially mindful that we must hold in-balance our staffing and 

programming needs with the desire to also make a difference in Naples, Collier County 
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and beyond. If we do not have the budget and staff infrastructure to support our growth 

as well as the missional efforts we want to do, we will lose our identity as a mission-

driven congregation.  

Last fall, I was in a meeting with our Long-Range Planning Committee and I was 

asked a very pointed question by a member of the committee in response to some 

criticism that I have received, specifically, that I want to change everything. They asked: 

“Dawson, what needs to change at Naples UCC for us to a healthy and vibrant church 

in 10 years?”  

I took a moment in the meeting for a LONG drink of water, reflected and 

responded: “Nothing. Who we are at our core is a healthy and vibrant church. I want to 

take who we’ve been for the last 46 years and enhance and expand it. That will position 

us for the next 46 years.” And so, I’ve asked our staff, leadership and Church Council to 

make our mantra: “Enhance and Expand.”  

You see, in some ways, I’ve gotten a bad rap as a pastor and leader who, some 

believe, thinks that the past is exactly that, behind us. What I actually believe is that the 

past is what will chart our course. Why change what is working? Do I do things 

differently than my predecessor? Do I think about ministry differently than your Boomer-

aged pastor up north? Of course I do. But I also intentionally surround myself with 

talented colleagues who are of different ages and have different experiences, and invite 

and empower them to do their ministries with integrity and even to disagree with me, 

sometimes.  

From time-to-time I spar with our lay leadership, because the exchange of 

differing ideas, in respectful ways, is a sign of a healthy culture.  
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Do I have plans to leave Naples and go anywhere? No, I really don’t. Our 50th 

anniversary is in 2023 and I continue to dream big dreams and think about what it will 

be like to lead this congregation into the next decade. And I want you to trust that I will 

do that with love, integrity, mutuality and skill. And I want to trust that you will empower 

me and allow me to lead.  

Along the rural roads of India, every now and then as you walk along you will 

come to a post about shoulder high with a strong shelf built on top of it. These posts are 

called “Soma Tonga.” People who walk the roads carrying loads on their backs can stop 

at a Soma Tonga, which means “resting place.” 

There they place their heavy load on the shelf and rest awhile before continuing 

on their journey. It is not surprising that many believers in India call Jesus “My Soma 

Tonga”…the one who gives me rest, the one who takes on my burdens, the one who 

renews my strength. 

That is what I want for each of us individually and for us all as a congregation. I 

want us to have a place of deep rest where we can lay down the loads that we carry, 

and I want this church to be that place for each of you and for me. I also want this 

church to be that place for our community. There are so many people looking for what 

we have discovered here, and what Pat McGee helped build. A place with deep and 

abiding community, first-rate pastoral care, stunning music, preaching which, when at its 

best, does not tell you what to think, but invites you to think more deeply, a unique 

partnership between clergy and lay leadership in our governance, an open and affirming 

congregation that not only welcomes, but celebrates, all people, and a congregation, 
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that, at it’s core, is mission-driven, knowing no other way to have faith or live one’s life 

than to call out generosity and give out of our abundance.  

People of God, called Naples UCC, this is undoubtedly our “time to soar.” I give 

God thanks for you. I trust you to be generous yet again, and I celebrate all that we’ve 

done, and have yet to do, together.  


