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FINDING A FOSSIL FREE STRATEGY

After two attempts to encourage the General Assembly to go ‘fossil free’ did 

not go as they hoped, First Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee decided to take 

matters into their own hands, or, more specifically, their own footprint. 

“We realized that we couldn’t ask the Assembly to do what we as a 

congregation hadn’t done, so we were very pleased when the Foundation 

offered to help us meet our investment criteria to go fossil free with our 

investments,” explained FPC Tallahassee pastor Brant Copeland. 

“We have long been a congregation that is really committed to 

environmental stewardship,” Copeland shared. When the congregation 

renovated its buildings some years back, they installed solar panels  

on the roof and made changes to the facility to make it more  

energy efficient. 
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500 YEARS OF HISTORY IN ONE MUSEUM!

The International Museum of the Reformation (MIR), 

founded in 2005 in Geneva, Switzerland, traces the 

history of the Reformation from its early stages to 

the present day. Boasting a unique collection, MIR is 

an important place for learning about the historical 

events that saw Protestantism grow into one of 

the main branches of Christianity. To celebrate the 

500-year anniversary of the Reformation, MIR’s new 

exhibition “PRINT! The First Pages of a Revolution” 

(June 4–Oct. 31, 2017) demonstrates how crucial 

the printing press was to the success of the 

movement led by Luther and Calvin.

Espace Saint-Pierre © MIR Genève

Built replica of a Gutenberg press for the exhibition 
PRINT! (Height 3m — Length 2m50 — width 1m50) 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

All giving is not the 

same. What we notice 

about giving varies 

greatly. Most gifts that 

make the news have 

many zeros behind 

them. In some cases, extraordinary gifts to the 

neediest causes capture our attention. It is not 

uncommon for the sheer celebrity of a donor to  

grab the headlines.

When Jesus shared a didactic story about giving 

with his disciples he emphasized none of the above. 

In fact, he lifted an unknown person who had no 

influence or notoriety, and who gave almost nothing. 

Mark 12:41–44 (NRSV) relays the account. 

[Jesus] sat down opposite the treasury, and 

watched the crowd putting money into the 

treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A 

poor widow came and put in two small copper 

coins, which are worth a penny. Then he called 

his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, 

this poor widow has put in more than all those 

who are contributing to the treasury. For all of 

them have contributed out of their abundance; 

but she out of her poverty has put in everything 

she had, all she had to live on.”

I recently read the story of Osceola McCarty, a 

contemporary tale that illuminates this parable.1 

An 87-year-old woman in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, 

McCarty left school as a sixth grader to take care 

of an ailing aunt for a year. When the year ended, 

she felt she was too big and too far behind to go 

back to school. So, she continued to work her 

entire life. McCarty began washing clothes with her 

grandmother in her backyard and became known 

as the town’s washerwoman. Raking the clothes 

against a washboard with strong soap, and boiling 

the whites in three large tubs, day in and day out,  

no doubt was grueling and backbreaking work. 

One of her patrons recalled when McCarty charged 

only 50 cents a bundle, which comprised a week’s 

worth of laundry for a family of four, in the early  

days of her business. Her rate climbed to $10 for  

the same bundle, but no higher. 

Never married and with no children, upon retiring, 

McCarty gave a stunning amount of nearly all 

she had saved — $150,000 — to the University of 

Southern Mississippi, for scholarships for needy 

students. McCarty relayed, “I had to work hard all 

my life. They can have the chance that I didn’t have.”

To everyone’s astonishment, Osceola McCarty 

had quietly saved and given an amount that no 

one could have imagined. Yet, her life remained 

simple. She rarely spent on herself, and according 

to McCarty, she spent much of her free time reading 

her Bible.

Two things strike me about the giving of both 

McCarty and the widow in Jesus’ story. First, despite 

their relative obscurity, we know about their gifts 

because others were so deeply moved to report 

the depth of their selfless generosity. Second, both 

were clearly driven by faith and mission. McCarty 

was deeply moved by her vision to launch the 

lives of young students in ways that an education 

never launched her own. The unnamed widow in 

Jesus’ observation gave quietly, but with conviction 

sufficient to give everything she had. She trusted 

God for her future. Neither of these women spent 

what they had on themselves. Both women’s lives 

continued on page 41  Amy Kass, ed., Giving Well, Doing Good (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 436.
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Two years ago, Seigle Avenue 
Presbyterian Church was near the 
bottom of what pastor Rev. Floretta 
Watkins calls “a downward spiral.” 
Membership in the Charlotte, North 
Carolina, congregation had dropped 

from close to 300 in 2002 to about 70. With debts 
to pay off and buildings to maintain, the church was 
struggling financially.

But faith and determination — along with help from the 
Presbyterian Foundation — have transformed Seigle 
Avenue’s decline into what Watkins describes as  
“a story of resurrection.” The church has sold property 
in a gentrifying area of Charlotte and moved its worship 
services to a former chapel on the campus of Johnson 
C. Smith University, one of several historically black 
colleges affiliated with the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 

A new name, “The AveNue,” signifies the renewed spirit 
of the congregation. Some 60 people attended worship 
on Easter Sunday this year. (Worship attendance before 
the move had averaged 25–30, Watkins says.)

The congregation is not just waiting for new people 

to come to them, Watkins says. They are using social 
media to get the word out and experimenting with 
monthly gatherings for conversation in coffee shops  
and breweries to meet people where they are.

“We’re an open and affirming community,” she says. 
“We’re convinced that our church would be a good fit  
for a lot of people.”

Olanda Carr, a Ministry Relations 
Officer for the Presbyterian 
Foundation, has walked with 
the Seigle Avenue congregation 
through its time of transition. 
After learning in early 2015 about 

the church’s plans to sell property, he offered the 
Foundation’s assistance.

The offer led to a conference call in which Watkins 
and her session met with Carr and Paul Grier from 
the Foundation and Rev. Betty Meadows, transitional 
general presbyter of Charlotte Presbytery, which had 
supported the congregation financially over the years. 
Out of this conversation emerged “a blueprint for how  
to proceed,” Carr says.

FROM DECLINE TO RESURRECTION
by Eva StimsonFoundation helps empower Charlotte church to begin new ministry

were marked by a satisfaction with simplicity, and we 

in turn are left with models of lives lived with genuine 

and true conviction.

Examples like these penetrate our hearts to ask, 

“How might I give so as to help others soar? Am I 

willing to trust God for my future, and demonstrate 

that in how I give?” 

As you read through this edition of Cornerstone, 

always bear in mind that the Presbyterian Foundation 

is here to assist donors to give more easily, 

effectively and with the greatest impact, to the 

beneficiary ministries they feel convicted to support. 

Rev. Tom Taylor, J.D., Ph.D.  

President and CEO

FROM THE PRESIDENT    continued
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Carr praises Seigle Avenue members for their  
courage. “They recognized that they could change,”  
he says. “They were not afraid to take a risk and step  
out on faith.”

Watkins says “the thing that stuck 
like glue” from the conference call 
was a piece of advice from Grier, 
who is Vice President of Project 
Regeneration for the Foundation. 

He said, “Don’t make any 
permanent decisions for three 
years,” she recalls.

Instead of taking steps to 
build or purchase real estate 
with proceeds from their 
property sale, Grier advised 
Seigle Avenue leaders to 
“spend the next three years 
building your congregation.”

Seigle Avenue’s story of 
transition is an increasingly common one in the PC(USA), 
Grier says. “We know that more than 3,000 of our 
congregations have memberships of 50 or fewer. So the 
whole issue of sustainability comes into question.” 

Through Project Regeneration, the Foundation has 
worked with 524 congregations and related ministries 
since 2012, helping them make faithful — but often 
difficult — decisions about stewardship of economic 
and property resources. “We help leaders of these 
congregations think through what their future might look 
like,” Grier explains.

Many churches with shrinking memberships own 
valuable real estate that they struggle to maintain.  
“In 75 percent of the churches we work with, the biggest 
asset on their balance sheet is a piece of property,” 
Grier says.

When Watkins came to Seigle Avenue as pastor in 
2002, the church housed three flourishing outreach 
ministries: a preschool and daycare center, a jobs 
ministry, and an after-school program. The church 
bought additional property to accommodate these 
nonprofits, which paid rent for use of the space.

By 2008, the nonprofits had all moved out, and the 
congregation scrambled to find new renters. Another 
blow came when the heater in the sanctuary broke — 

and the estimated repair cost 
was $50,000. 

Sale of these buildings has 
enabled the congregation 
finally to be self-supporting. 
The session decided to invest 
a portion of the proceeds 
in the Foundation’s New 
Covenant Trust Company 
(NCTC). Brad Masters, Vice 
President of NCTC, says the 
Foundation worked with 
Seigle Avenue to develop an 

investment portfolio to fund both immediate expenses 
and long-term needs.

NCTC’s understanding of the 
church and its values — such as 
socially responsible investing — 
distinguish it from other investment 
management organizations, 
he explains. Masters asks 

congregations, “What is your long-term goal with this 
money, and how can we help you get there?”

Now that Seigle Avenue has money in the bank, 
Carr is working with church leaders on stewardship 
development. “We don’t want the money to become a 
crutch to discourage giving,” he says.   

FROM DECLINE TO RESURRECTION    continued
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“We see our environmental stewardship as part of our 

calling as a downtown congregation just a few blocks 

from the state capital — to express our commitment to 

take care of creation,” said Copeland. 

He admits that some have legitimate questions 

regarding fossil free investments, and that often there 

can be misconceptions. “For us it is really a question 

of, ‘How do we put the gifts of God, through the 

money given to the church, to the best benefit of God’s 

creation?’” Which was why the congregation was eager 

to work with the Foundation to create an investment 

strategy that might express this commitment to be 

fossil free. 

Tim Clark of the Foundation’s subsidiary — New 

Covenant Trust Company (NCTC) — was also eager 

to help the congregation meet their objectives. 

“We can work with any of our partners, churches, 

or constituents to customize investment strategies 

that meet their particular social or environmental 

objectives,” explained Clark. 

So, following the 2014 GA, the church and the 

Foundation began conversations to see what might be 

done. After a year of testing, with satisfactory returns 

FPC Tallahassee asked the NCTC to move forward 

with the fossil free investment strategy in a way that 

would allow other churches or investors to participate 

as well. After the first year, returns met expectations, 

but Clark is quick to note that one year’s data, 

while encouraging, is insufficient to draw long-term 

conclusions about the strategy, and that past results 

are not an indication of future performance. 

Pam McVety, a member of the FPC Tallahassee 

congregation, has been involved in the fossil free 

movement for quite some time. “We are very 

concerned about climate change, as we feel that it 

disproportionately hurts the poor, causing more people 

to be hungry, thirsty, and homeless,” shared McVety. 

“In response to Jesus’ call to take care of the least of 

these, we have done everything we can think of to 

address reducing our energy usage so that we can 

lower our carbon emissions,” she continued. 

“We know that there are risks associated with fossil 

free, but we did our homework before we undertook 

it,” McVety explained. In 2016 the congregation moved 

its entire endowment into the investment strategy 

created by NCTC, the Foundation subsidiary. “We 

trusted the people at the Foundation — they are wise 

and smart and know what they are doing, and the fund 

is doing well.” 

McVety has advice for other congregations who are 

considering making the commitment to be fossil 

free — “Please do it! It is really not that hard, and the 

Foundation is there to help you.”   

FINDING A FOSSIL FREE STRATEGY    continued
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Partners in Funding Mission     presbyterianfoundation.org

FROM GIVING A GOAT TO REACHING  
LONG-TERM CHARITABLE GOALS.

A Presbyterian Foundation Donor-Advised Fund (DAF) can be your online 

charitable checkbook to manage and streamline all your charitable giving. 

With 24-hour online access, you can respond to disasters, contribute 

to your church or support your favorite charity. You have the perfect 

opportunity to share your philanthropic goals with your children and 

grandchildren. And you may be able to take a tax deduction now 

even before the money is dispersed. Call us or consult your tax 

advisor to find out how a DAF could work for you.

For more information, contact  
Joe Tackett, Planning and Development  
Officer at 800-858-6127 or  
joe.tackett@presbyterianfoundation.org.

Giv ing that  i s 
FLEXIBLE
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200 E 12th Street, Jeffersonville, IN 47130

Ministry Relations Officers partner with you to increase funding for your ministry. Call us to discuss how we can 
serve you. (Email is first.last@presbyterianfoundation.org.)

PARTNERS IN FUNDING MISSION

Olanda Carr
East Region
888.711.1318

Lisa Longo
Central Region
866.710.5094

Robert Hay
Southeast Region
855.514.3152

Rob Hagan
Northwest Region
888.211.7030

Stephen Keizer 
Mid America Region
866.317.0751

Steven Wirth 
Southwest Region
866.860.3383

Mary “Minner” Serovy
Upper Midwest
855.514.3077

Ellie Johns-Kelley
Northeast Region
855.251.8212

Sherry Hester Kenney
South Central Region
855.342.4130
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