What This Church Means to Me

Stewardship Testimonial, November 15, 2009
Avon Congregational Church 10:30 a.m. service

My name is Nora Howard, and I grew up in Avon, moved away, moved back, and joined this church about five years ago.  I was asked by a friend if I was nervous to speak today, and I said no, because you are all my church family, and my family doesn’t make me nervous. 
I am amazed I’ve been here only a few years, when I think what you all mean to me, what this church means to me.   …Worshipping together, learning about God together, and trying to serve God together.

I feel closer to God through Pastor Ken’s guidance, prayers and sermons. I feel closer to God through Benita’s music, through the choirs’ songs and the ringer’s bells. I get closer by seeing all of you each week, by sitting with my family, with Gigi and Betsy, and many other friends here.
I get closer to God with Fellowship through rummage; writing publicity with staff and volunteers, and by ushering. I get closer to God discussing church history with Gladys and Bob August, and Betty and Dwight Douglas. I feel God’s presence when writing the history of Avon’s eighteenth-century pastor.
I feel close to God studying for Reconfirmation this past year, and making new friends at the cottage meeting. I got really closer to God searching with the search committee for Pastor Ken and Suzy. 

I feel closer to God reading along in the pew Bible, and praying for joys and concerns. And I am closer to God watching the Christmas pageant, seeing your children and grandchildren grow, and just being in this beautiful sanctuary. 

We depend on ourselves to keep this church going now, and that is why we prayerfully consider our pledges today. But we all benefit from those who gave time and money to support this church before us. 
We are indebted to those who gave recently to build the new classroom wing and fellowship hall, who gave to restore the organ, to repaint in and out. 
And our thankfulness goes back even further.
The people who worshipped in Avon’s first meetinghouse were mostly farmers. Church minutes and the pastor’s diary tell us exactly what they gave to support their church and pastor. They gave 2/3 of their support in money. That extra 1/3 they gave in ways that to us may seem surprising – but it was a deadly serious part of their own wealth: they gave wool, corn, turnips, wood, and pork.
When that first meetinghouse burned to the ground in 1817, half of the people couldn’t wait to build and worship in a new church: this church we worship in today 190 years later. (The other half couldn’t wait to worship in another place, and built the West Avon Congregational Church, but that is another stewardship story.)
Who were the stewards that we follow? How do we benefit?
We benefit from the gifts of the Wheelers and Alfords, who donated the land for this church.
We benefit from those 54 people in 1818 who then pledged over $5,000 to construct the meetinghouse – a sum that to these farmers and unskilled laborers earning a wage seemed like $1.2 million today.
We are indebted to Elijah Miller, who after giving $500 for construction (which felt like $100,000 today) didn’t think he should have to pay to rent a pew! He brought his own chair to sit in each Sunday. 
We descend from Thomas F. Bishop, who in 1819 purchased a silver Communion flagon to hold the wine, and four silver cups for $45.We walk by the flagon and one surviving cup every week - displayed on the back wall. 
We benefit from those in the 1820s who gave to cast the bell for the steeple. The bell which was rung so joyously at the Civil War’s end that it cracked – and had to be recast for $562, a sum which felt like $66,000 today. 
We benefit from those who paid for the mahogany table, and the pulpit. 
I can’t imagine not having the Avon Congregational Church. I hope it is the same for you – after your years here, or, perhaps for new comers, after just one Sunday here. As Pastor Ken has said, we are the church today, and with every new member it becomes a new church. Our hands are God’s hands, and it is our joy to do what we can, giving in our own ways. 
And as Paul wrote to the Corinthians “But just as you excel in everything – in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us - see that you also excel in this grace of giving.” [2 Cor. 8:7]
Notes: The comparison of the value of money to today’s value is from the website measuringworth.com, and based on the daily unskilled wage rate. 

Sources: Mary Frances Mackie, Avon, pp. 56, 139; Rev. Moulton’s essay on ACC, p. 11-12, 21-23.
Background: Amos Wheeler gave land 1818; Mr. F.M. Alford gave more later. The silver flagon ($25) and four silver cups ($20) were purchased May 26, 1819, from Ward and Bartholomew of Hartford. Miss N.W. Williams gave the pulpit. Pledge in 1818 was $5,183 to construct the meetinghouse. At the Avon Congregational Church’s 100th birthday in 1919, over $5,000 in donations came in for new carpet, hardware, and a new organ.  This sum felt like $220,000 today. Nora and Roger Howard, and Jackson Howard, joined ACC in the fall of 2005. Around 1896, the envelope system of donating to church began - instead of paying to rent a pew. The every member canvas idea took hold in 1918, by Rev. Joseph L. Moulton’s efforts.] Items paid to the church and pastor in the 1700s, according to documents, are pork, turnips, corn, wool, wood, and hay. 
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