
from the formation of this congregation 
that they left First Baptist without 
even a paper clip. This has been our 
inheritance: not even a paper clip. 
Not possessed by possessions, they 
committed themselves to being a 
believing body that God’s faithfulness 
would make all things possible; even 
the ability to worship in a context of 
diversity. And little by little, God has 
continued to work through the faithful 
to excite new ministries, to be loyal to 
innovative programming and to love 
the neighbor, whoever that happened 
to be.

In 2006, I was present for a meeting 
in which Dennis Wilson said, “It has 
always been the dream of this church 
to buy all the properties on this block 
so that we insure the future of this 
congregation as a presence on this 
corner of Birmingham.” So I asked 

what was in place to find out about 
the other existing properties. Dennis 
said, “When they come up for sale, we 
buy them.” Joe Dean and I exchanged 
looks across the table and a more 
proactive plan emerged. We received 
reports from the Tax Assessor’s office 
about each lot on our block, and then 
we began to visit with our neighbors: 
Southern Research Institute, Johns-
Ridout’s, the veterinarian at Cat Haven, 
Robert Morgan who owns the small 
parking lot next to the florist, and 
lastly, we visited the Boylens who own 
the florist shop. We not only visited in 
2006, but every year, we took cookies 
at Christmas and one Sunday, we, this 
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The gospel lesson today hangs on the 
question of inheriting eternal life. The 
rich man wants to know how to receive 
it. The disciples want to know who can 
have it. The Pharisees argue about who 
meets the requirements for it. And the 
good news that Jesus offers is: With 
God, all things are possible. (Mark 10:27) 
With humor, Jesus tells them that even 
a human passing through an eye of the 
needle is possible with God!

Technically, this is a healing story. The 
rich man kneels before Jesus with an 
urgent and sincere request. And even 
though Jesus looks at him and loves 
him, the man rejects the healing offered. 
It is the only place in the gospels where 
a person rejects the healing that Jesus 
offers. Why? He cannot be cured of his 
excess, because he is possessed by 
his possessions.  His hands are so full 
of things, he doesn’t have the capacity 
to open his hands in 
order to receive the gift 
that Jesus is offering. He 
cannot be vulnerable like 
the widows, children and 
divorced of last week, and so he walks 
away not hearing the good news. And 
what is the good news: With God, all 
things are possible.

You, my faith family, have taught me 
that this verse is true, because I believe 
we are experiencing an unfolding of 
a miracle that only God can make 
possible. I want to tell you the story that 
I believe is an unveiling of God’s power 
in the world that has knit us together as 
a family of faith…not a family of things, 
but a family that steps out in faith to do 
what is seemingly impossible.

You have surely heard the comment 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

The Next 50
Mark 10:17-31

The congregation will be asked to respond by saying “With God, all things are possible.”

This has been our inheritance: 
not even a paper clip.



entire congregation, left the worship service to pray 
as we walked around the block. We asked God to act 
in the hearts of the sellers, while also acting in our 
hearts as potential buyers. I have kept the pebbles I 
picked up at the florist shop to remind me of that day. 
Over the years, we just gently kept reminding our 
neighbors and ourselves of our interest, and they, for 
the most part, have honored 
those conversations.

The veterinarian came to 
us first saying she was re-
locating and ready to sell. A 
member of South Highland 
Presbyterian, her preference 
was to sell to the church. 
We rejoiced. This was good 
news because: With God, all things are possible.

Johns-Ridout’s willingly took down the billboard on 
our corner of University and 22nd. No longer did we 
have to look at a model’s varicose vein-free legs every 
Sunday and Wednesday! This led to conversations 
about the University Boulevard parking lot. “Sure 
you can buy it from us,” they said, “if we can have 
overflow parking there for 99 years.” We rejoiced. 
This was good news because: With God, all things 
are possible.

Robert Morgan holds the small parking lot in a 
complicated family trust, and we remember that 
exactly one year ago, we held negotiations with 
Southern Research for the lot on 8th Court South. We 
rejoiced. This was good news because: With God, all 
things are possible. 

Now the skeptic in me says, “Oh yes, these things 
are possible due to loyal church members who give 
sacrificially to capital campaigns, and it is possible 
with loans from members and banks in order to build 
parking lots and tear down buildings.”

The most recent renovations and improvements 
in our own space have come about because saints 
like Mary Hines and Margaret Ward, Joy Bonnie and 
Marilyn Mayse left gifts in their wills. My friends, this 

is a hard way to raise money because who among 
us wouldn’t rather have these loved ones still here 
with us? Their gifts, however, made some things 
possible when in reality we are up to our eyeballs in 
debt. It is true that the parking rental makes those 
monthly payments, but progress is tortuously slow, 
and the commitment of those monies keeps us from 

expanding our staff and 
developing more robust 
programming through 
the annual budget. It is 
because of a ministerial 
staff of exceptional 
creativity and because of 
committed members that 
so much happens here. I 
am haunted by the stress 

that debt places on my colleagues and the stress 
it places on your giving. I am haunted that history 
will read that I was the pastor who led you into this 
congregation’s greatest debt. In all honesty, it wakes 
me up at night. I feel the weight of the commitments 
I have led you to make. And here I am today, asking 
you to do it all over again, for the Boylens are ready 
to sell the property on University and 21st. They 
honored their handshake agreement from 2006 that 
they would give the church the option to buy their 
property before anyone else. So when they received 
an outside offer, they came to us and invited us to 
make a competitive offer. If we seriously believe that 
with God all things are possible, and if we are serious 
about securing the block (save one small lot), then 
we must buy in order to own all four corners of the 
block.

While church leadership believes that this is a once 
in a lifetime opportunity, I have struggled with the 
financial position in which it places us. The florist 
is asking $330,000 for their corner. We know that 
demolition costs will be over and above the purchase. 
Additionally, the 50th anniversary of the church 
occurs in two years, November of 2020. It is time to 
ask ourselves: What sort of legacy are we leaving 
behind? The shoulders on which we currently stand 
left a legacy of gracious hospitality, of vision and of 
courageous risk. What will we leave for those coming 
in the next 50 years? What will it be like to stand on 
our shoulders?

So, let’s pause long enough to put a face on that. 
If you are 40 years old or older, stand. When this 
church celebrates their 100th anniversary, none of us 
will be here. It’s a startling fact, I know. Oh, some may 
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creativity and because of 
committed members that so 
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our shoulders?



be safely tucked in at a nursing home, but the vast 
majority of us will have been lovingly cared for by our 
neighbors at Johns-Ridout’s! You may be seated.

Now, if you are 39 or younger, stand. If you’re a child, 
ask a nearby adult to help you stand on the pew. Look 
around, my friends while remembering that there are 
25 preschoolers in worship care. These are the faces 
of the next fifty years. These are the ones who will 
welcome all, who will feed the hungry and who will 
proclaim the liberating good news of the gospels. Do 
we want to tie them down with debt or do we want 
them to know our stories of good news that gives 
evidence to our belief that: With God, all things are 
possible. 

So here is what has happened. The florist originally 
said she would like to close 
at the end of the year giving 
us plenty of time to plan and 
organize. However, she has 
changed her mind. She wants to 
close on October 31 with 50% 
down and a willingness to hold 
the note for the remaining 50% 
at 4.75% interest for 10 years. 
With the change in closing date, 
we have been frantically hustling 
to get a campaign together while 
the finance committee and I have 
been looking over our accounts 
wondering, fretting, praying over our financial 
statements. If we haven’t done it just right, we beg 
your forgiveness. The shortened deadline has been a 
challenge. 

Today, should you vote to be in agreement of 
purchasing, we begin a two year capital campaign 
called “The Next 50.” The campaign is to address 
three things.

1. It is to secure the property on University and 
21st Street South.

2. It is to have funds available for demolition 
and paving.

3. It will address debt. 

Hear me clearly say that these gifts of significance 
to “The Next 50” are over and above your tithe to 
the pledging of the annual budget that will happen in 
November. Yes, you heard that correctly, I am asking 
for two pledges. One is a 2 year capital campaign 
over and above what you will pledge towards the 
annual budget in November. I know that to have 

simultaneous campaigns breaks every fund raising 
rule ever written. But, oh, BCOC, when have we ever 
followed the rules? Instead, we follow the good news 
of Jesus when he promised us: With God, all things 
are possible.

As word has circulated about the available property, 
members have been calling and texting, meeting for 
lunch and coffee, emailing and passing notes. Almost 
every day of the last two weeks, a gift has been 
promised on the condition that the church decides 
to move ahead. One gift giver said that he has the 
church in his will, but if he gave that money now, he 
would have the added benefit of seeing the results 
of his gift. Another said, “I’ve been a member of lots 
of churches, but I never had the fun I do at Baptist 
Church of the Covenant!” A written note said, “Use 

this any way you want.” So up front, 
I want you to know that gifts have 
been promised for the closing of 
October 31 should the church vote 
today to move forward. Gifts like: 
  $100,000
  $35,000
  $22,000
  $20,000

Now, if you are adding in your 
head, let me confirm the number of 
$177,000, which is amazingly more 

than the down payment agreed on for the purchase. 
But, my friends, that is not all. Other gifts have 
surfaced like:
 Three $10,000 gifts
 $4,000
 $500 and
 $25,000

I’ve had my math checked by a reputable CPA who 
confirms that these promised funds for October 31 
will be an additional $59,500 towards the property 
purchase. The more we can pay in October, the less 
debt we incur.

These gifts represent only fourteen of our members 
and one at large member. In my heart and mind, that 
leaves a whole lot of us who can add what we can 
immediately and over the next two years in order 
to provide the demolition and paving money, not 
to mention pay down principal on existing loans. 
Which by the way, I don’t want to fail to mention that 

These are the ones 
who will welcome 
all, who will feed 

the hungry and who 
will proclaim the 

liberating good news 
of the gospels.  

– 3 –



one lender has already forgiven $25,000 on a loan 
held, and there is $40,000 in our designated fund 
for property purchase, meaning, the current bottom 
line of a campaign that still needs your approval 
is: $25,000 of debt forgiven, and a current total of 
$276,500.

My friends, this is cause for celebration, because 
why: With God, all things are possible.

Should you vote to move forward in order to fulfill 
a vision of this church to secure property while also 
bringing financial stability in order to provide security 
to the next fifty years, we begin in earnest today. It 
will take hard work and generous giving so that this 
good, good church may continue to be unhindered 
with its proclamation of a gospel that is wild and 
free. Let us pray.

Oh God,
We are overwhelmed by your goodness to us. 
You have faithfully moved us through doubt into 
courage.
Through lean years to abundant years.
Through frustration into peace.
Through darkness into light.
Through persecution into genuine forgiveness 
and fellowship.

As we look back, we can see Spirit moving in each 
step of the way. So with confidence we ask you to 
direct our gaze from looking backwards to having 
us look ahead to the future and all that lies ahead 
with future possibilities and potential. We have been 
fortunate to stand on the strong shoulders of your 
saints. Now motivate us to leave a legacy for those 
coming behind us that speaks of our belief that with 
you, oh God, all things are possible. 

Amen.
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