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The Lanyard, by Billy Collins 
 

The other day I was ricocheting slowly 

off the blue walls of this room, 

moving as if underwater from typewriter to piano, 

from bookshelf to an envelope lying on the floor, 

when I found myself in the L section of the dictionary 

where my eyes fell upon the word lanyard. 
 

No cookie nibbled by a French novelist 

could send one into the past more suddenly –  

a past where I sat at a workbench at a camp 

by a deep Adirondack lake 

learning how to braid long thin plastic strips 

into a lanyard, a gift for my mother. 
 

I had never seen anyone use a lanyard 

or wear one, if that’s what you did with them, 

but that did not keep me from crossing 

strand over strand again and again 

until I had made a boxy 

red and white lanyard for my mother. 
 

She gave me life and milk from her breasts, 

and I gave her a lanyard. 

She nursed me in many a sick room, 

lifted spoons of medicine to my lips, 

laid cold face-cloths on my forehead, 

and then led me out into the airy light 

and taught me to walk and swim, 

and I, in turn, presented her with a lanyard. 

Here are thousands of meals, she said, 

and here is clothing and a good education. 

And here is your lanyard, I replied, 

which I made with a little help from a counselor. 
 

Here is a breathing body and a beating heart, 

strong legs, bones and teeth, 

and two clear eyes to read the world, she whispered, 

and here, I said, is the lanyard I made at camp. 

And here, I wish to say to her now, 

is a smaller gift – not the worn truth 
 

that you can never repay your mother, 

but the rueful admission that when she took  

the two-tone lanyard from my hand, 

I was as sure as a boy could be 

that this useless, worthless thing I wove 

out of boredom would be enough to make us even.  
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It is true that we can never repay our mothers. And in many of the same ways it is true, too, that we can 

never repay God – God the Mystery, the Illusive, God the one who gives us life and breath and love and 

work and beauty, God the one who gives us friends and family and children to love. God the one at 

whose mercy we live and move and have our being. No, we cannot ever repay God. For some of us, we 

come to church today, on this Consecration Sunday, with our pledge cards, full of thanksgiving and 

gratitude for all God has given us, and if we’re honest, bringing with us the well-meaning illusion that 

our giving is, in some small way, a gesture, a repayment for all God has given us.  

 

It's an honorable and faithful intent, and, at the same time, money and giving doesn’t really work that 

way in Christian community. In fact, we know from our scriptures, our theology, our experience, and 

our tradition that in the spiritual life -- and within spiritual community – money, and the giving of 

money, works entirely differently than it does in almost every other aspect of our lives.  

 

For most of us, money enables us to buy goods and services that we need and, if we’re lucky, that we 

want. Money is how we meet basic human needs like food and clothing, housing and warmth and how 

we enrich our lives – money buys fashionable clothes, swimming lessons and college, entertainment and 

relaxation, experiences and adventures. In this way, in our everyday lives, money is transactional. We 

earn it, then we use it to buy what we need and what we want. I give this, so that I get that. But in 

Christian community, in the spiritual life, money doesn’t work that way. True, we have to pay our bills 

around here, so there is a transactional component. But at church – money is more about relationship 

than transaction. We don’t give as fee-for-service for programs or sheet cake or pastoral care or a bigger 

chunk of communion bread. As people of faith we give not to purchase things, but for the higher calling 

of putting ourselves in intentional relationship with each other.  When we give money at church it is our 

unique declaration that we’re in (!), we’re here, this place and what happens here matters and is of deep 

importance to our lives. When we pledge and give money, we announce our connection with, and 

engagement in, this community of people, we put a proverbial stake in the ground, insert some skin in 

the game, and join our lives in a very particular way with our Trinity brothers and sisters. Giving at 

church is relational, a faith statement, a prophetic commitment to the communal wellbeing of God’s 

church: its vision, faith, and all the people who anchor their lives here.  

 

Let me give you an example. This past spring, I traveled to Zambia to tour partnership initiatives 

between the Anglican dioceses there and Episcopal Relief and Development. One day we traveled way 

out into the countryside, about three hours from Ndola, to visit the Mwataya (m-wah-TIE-yah) Center in 

Zambia’s Central Anglican Diocese. The Center’s focus is laser clear: early childhood development 

through both onsite programs like primary education, immunization and health care, and food security as 

well as programs in the home like how to grow a kitchen garden, or make toys, or strategies for hygiene 

that prevent the spread of disease. Through big hearts, hard work, herculean determination, a shoestring 

budget, and the deepest possible love for their community, the Center, in the last year, served 5600 

children and 2900 households, and over the past 5 years has singlehandedly improved the lives of young 

children in the region – like raising childhood immunization rates higher than those found in many 

American communities, and exponentially lowering disease, and sending more children off for advanced 

education, and strengthening more healthy, happy families.   

 

Beyond facts and figures, though, what dazzled -- what shimmered -- was the unwavering commitment 

members of the community had for each other. Wellness of their community was inseparable from their 

personal wellness. In every way possible the community embodied the saying, “when the tide comes in, 
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all boats rise.” During our day-long visit, I saw a circle of mostly women sitting under a tree and I 

wandered over to them along with the Director of Episcopal Relief and Development, Rob Radtke. Rob 

explained that the seemingly informal gathering was actually a community bank. To belong, he 

explained, a member has to attend weekly meetings, bringing with them each time 5 kwatcha (Zambia’s 

currency) to pool together with everyone else’s 5 kwatcha. Each Friday bank members count their 

pooled funds together and out-loud, lifting up each coin and each bill for the group to see and count. 

That day, after counting their treasure of 184 kwatcha (the equivalent of $16), the group considered 

several loan requests. Only loans that would improve overall wellbeing of the community’s children – 

like a goat or seeds for planting or an educational course – were granted, and at no interest. The bank’s 

goal was not profit, not to generate goods and services for themselves, but to give each member an 

opportunity to be in intentional relationship with their neighbors, a goal in which everyone benefits, 

everyone lives and thrives, that brings in the tide so all of them rise together.  

 

Money and the giving of money plays a different role in church community than in the rest of our lives 

in another way: and that is, in church, money is about meaning. We look no further than this morning’s 

reading from 2Timothy. The apostle Paul is sitting, alone and abandoned, in prison awaiting a sure and 

certain martyrdom. He writes to Timothy, a cherished coworker, looking back over this life in a “last 

will and testament” kind of way. “I have fought the good fight,” Paul writes, “I have finished the race, I 

have kept the faith.” Paul feels both sorry for himself and good about himself – he stayed true, he did his 

best, his eyes always and forever on the living God, a lifetime of days living out the Gospel one moment 

at a time. In his letter to his friend, Paul constructs his own eulogy, his testament, his hope for how his 

life will be remembered long after his death – and also he puts forth his prayer for his friend, and for all 

faith communities – that they stay true, be persistent, never waver from walking the path of love, the 

way of Jesus.   

 

In his book, Who Switched the Price Tags? A Search for Values in a Mixed-Up World, Tony Campolo 

cites a haunting sociological study which asked 50 people over the 95 the question: “If you could live 

your life over again, what would you differently?” Three answers dominated the results of the study. If 

they could live their lives over again, they would reflect more, risk more, and do more things that would 

live on after they were dead. Giving gives our lives meaning. Giving, when given in community, lives 

on after we are gone – it is part of our eulogy, part of our legacy. It is an incredible gift to be able to look 

back on our lives, as Paul does, and know that we fought the good fight, that we gave freely of ourselves 

and of our resources to the building up of God’s church, to the strengthening of Christian community, to 

the compassion and saving help only the church can offer the world without counting the cost. This 

broken world will always need the church, will always need Jesus, will always need the Gospel’s Good 

News. Through our giving our lives hold meaning and purpose – we were here, so that others might live.  

 

And finally – this: in church, the giving of money embodies the spiritual practice of letting go. 

Sometimes we are moved to give out of a feeling of obligation, of what we think we’re supposed to 

avoid judgement. But if you are like me, obligation is not usually a motivation for generosity. Even 

more, out in our everyday lives, money can be a source of concern, worry, and anxiety. Will we have 

enough? Can we cover the cost? How will we pay for something important? How will we set aside 

enough to ensure our future?  

 

All of us are subject to the illusion that we control our own lives – that enough money will buy us the 

protection, the happiness, the wellbeing, the sense of purpose we crave. But it is, in the end, an illusion. 
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In this morning’s Gospel Jesus’ parable pits the observant Pharisee against the sinning tax collector. The 

Pharisee does everything right, according to Torah, and keeps all the commandments. He is a good man. 

But he is observant only in what he alone can control. Jesus lifts up the tax collector – not because he is 

observant of any rule, but for his keen awareness of the extent to which he lives entirely at the mercy of 

God. What the tax collector knows that the Pharisee doesn’t is that he is not in control. He cannot 

control the outcomes of his life through money or religious observance or good deeds. And so, too, with 

us. Part of the essence of discipleship, is learning how to let go of what we think we can control, what 

we think we can buy or provide for ourselves, and instead hand all of it over to the grace of God.  

 

When in Zambia I heard a story about a business that capture monkeys to sell to zoos around the world. 

Using their ingenuity, the hunters trap the monkeys using dried, hallowed-out gourds. At the top of each 

gourd is a small opening just big enough for a monkey to reach through and grab the coveted peanuts 

placed in the bottom of the gourd. Once they grab the peanuts, though, the monkeys are trapped, because 

the hole is not big enough for their fists, full of peanuts, to pass back through. And those monkeys are 

not going to let go of those peanuts! They can’t let go, so they are trapped, chained to a gourd too big to 

drag into the safety of the forest. And because they can’t let go, they are caught and caged, shipped off 

to zoos to live behind bars. It’s a terrible image, really, but apt. The ability to learn to let go, over time, 

is an essential spiritual practice – letting go of control, letting go of what we think we want and need, 

letting go, if only a little, of our self-determination. When we give at church we practice the art of letting 

go. Through it we make our proclamation that it is through God’s mercy that we have our life and all 

that is in it, that through God, and God alone, flows peace and purpose, love and fullness.  

 

In the end, giving our financial resources to Trinity, to God’s mission in our corner of the world, has 

little – if anything – to do with buying for ourselves goods and services, or exerting influence or vying 

for control. Instead, financial giving is about freedom – our freedom – it’s about investing in the 

spiritual lives of each other, making meaning, and easing our death-grip on the illusion of control. It’s 

about letting go. So in that spirit, I am asking you to do one thing, and one thing only this morning -- 

and that is to write the amount on the pledge card that will bring you the most joy. Give to Trinity what 

will make you happy, what will give you a sense of wellbeing and gratitude and freedom, what will 

connect you most fully with this quirky, beautifully imperfect community of faith, what will give you a 

sense of being part of something bigger than yourself. Consider your pledge this year a love letter to 

each other, a solemn oath and petition to God that in our heart of hearts, we know to whom we belong. 

AMEN.  

 

Sources: 

Billy Collins reading his poem, “The Lanyard:” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0EjB7rB3sWc 

 

Leading on Purpose: Intentionality and Teaming in Congregational Life, Eric Burtness, p.81. 
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