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     Mary Oliver wrote:
I want to make poems that say right out, plainly,

what I mean, that don't go looking for

laces of elaboration, puffed sleeves. I want to

keep close and use often words like

heavy, heart, joy, soon, and to cherish

the question mark and her bold sister

the dash. I want to write with quiet hands. I

want to write while crossing the fields that are

fresh with daisies and everlasting and the

ordinary grass. I want to make poems while thinking of

the bread of heaven and the

cup of astonishment; let them be

songs in which nothing is neglected,

not a hope, not a promise. I want to make poems

that look into the earth and the heavens

and see the unseeable. I want them to honor

both the heart of faith, and the light of the world;

the gladness that says, without any words, everything.

     I am not easily intimidated. Not at all. Indeed, in some circles, I am regarded as intimidating. I’ve been a successful entrepreneur in the aggressive world of advertising. I’m a long time elected lay leader in the UUA. I’ve raised lot of money for Meadville Lombard Theological School. I’ve been around. I’m in the know. So why is it such a huge deal for me to be in this pulpit on this Sunday? 

     Perhaps I know too much. I’ve read your Ministerial Search Committee’s survey report and the raw data on which it was based. I’ve read the Cottage Meetings report as well. And I’ve read and been touched by the pulpit messages that Olivia and Shayna presented last week.  So I know that most of you think about this place – your Unitarian Universalist church - in positive terms. Loving community. Shared values. Good hearts. Diverse theologies. Wonderful music. Awesome building. Safe. Add well crafted and well delivered sermons from an energetic, outgoing new minister, hopefully one with a spouse or partner who has a really good job (read “well paying”), another 50 to 100 young and generous new members with kids who require RE, mix well, pour into mold and, voila! Saved!
     It’s not gonna happen.
I want to make poems that say right out, plainly,

what I mean, that don't go looking for

laces of elaboration, puffed sleeves. I want to

keep close and use often words like

heavy, heart, joy, soon, and to cherish

the question mark and her bold sister

the dash.
     I selected hymn number 1028 in the teal songbook this morning for a number of sermonic reasons:

     Before I begin, in the spirit of full disclosure, let me say that in my home congregation, The Unitarian Church in Westport, CT, we don’t yet have the teal book other than a few copies in the Minister of Music’s office. We’re not that brave. So my sister and brother congregants don’t get to grumble about how difficult it is to sing The Fire of Commitment. 
     How many of you find it grumble worthy? Raise your hands. Have you stopped to consider how representative this music and these words are of our need to give up our comfortable old ways and live into the discomfiture that sometimes – often – bound to be - is congregational life in November 2015?
From the light of days remembered burns a beacon bright and clear

Guiding hands and hearts and spirits

Into faith set free from fear.

When the fire of commitment sets our mind and soul ablaze

When our hunger and our passion meet to call us on our way

When we live with deep assurance of the flame that burns within

Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin.
     Now I know because I have read all those reports that most if not all of you are committed to the future of this community. I know that you aspire to be a “beacon bright”. It’s the “mind and soul ablaze” and “hunger and passion” elements I’m not so sure about.

     I was going through some papers the other week and came across a letter I had written to the UUA Nominating Committee in the summer of 1988 requesting that they nominate me as a candidate for the UUA Board as a Trustee-at-Large for election at the General Assembly of 1989. It made me laugh out loud to see what I had written. You know the old saw about ministers having only one sermon, which, during their pulpit careers they cultivate different styles and formats in which to preach it. I, too, have only one sermon.
     I wrote 27 years ago, August 9, 1988 to be precise:

     “As I see it, the UUA is in crisis. We need to increase our numbers – people and dollars. We need to increase our effectiveness – as religious liberals and as public policy influencers. We need to address our spiritual life – is our ministry at optimum effectiveness? These are not original agenda items but I think they are the critical ones and I intend to remain focused on them.” 

     And I have remained focused. In those 27, almost 28, years, we as congregations, districts, together at general assemblies have struggled with huge social challenges and brought forth enormous social change in Unitarian Universalism: a majority of women in ordained ministry, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer (LGBTQ) out and in leadership and married, the acknowledgement of our troubled past regarding race, the quest for multicultural inclusion, one after another difficult, complex, mind bending, emotional issues. We have faced our conflicts and our demons and, as an institution, the UUA, we have changed and survived and we’re sadder but wiser and we’re still here. And I have been privileged to watch all of it happen from the front row, center.
From the stories of our living rings a song both brave and free

Calling pilgrims still to witness to the life of liberty

When the fire of commitment sets our mind and soul ablaze

When our hunger and our passion meet to call us on our way

When we live with deep assurance of the flame that burns within

Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin.
     And, I should add, you’re still here! That iconic Unitarian Univeralist church at 25 Main Street is still here. I have scoured your website. What a history! The tracker organ! Your community outreach! The Olivia/Shayna Dynamic Duo! It’s impressive. Perhaps you are not as aware of your power, your prestige, your place in Unitarian Universalism as you might be. As you need to be. Or maybe you are aware of your actual potential for growth and are afraid to step up to the plate.

      A. Powell Davies was the minister of All Souls Unitarian Church in Washington, DC from 1944 to 1957. Challenged by Davies, prophetic preacher and masterbuilder, All Souls created eleven satellite congregations in the Beltway in those thirteen years. They are all flourishing today; four of them among the UUA’s largest congregations. Hear this excerpt from a Davies sermon written and preached more than fifty years ago:

     “We are the consummation of thousands of years of religious history. We are thousands of years that have stripped off superstition and battled with tyranny; thousands of years that struggled to take fear out of religion – to take it right out of human life; thousands of years that have marched, sometimes joyfully, sometimes in agony, toward spiritual emancipation. We are indeed the consummation of something.

     “Yet in this world of blood and sorrow it is scarcely important, hardly worth mentioning, unless in addition we are the beginning of something, unless our religion is new – the religion that has always been new in every prophet who dies rather than foresake it; the religion that has been buried over and over again in creeds and rituals and sacred sepulchers and yet has always come to life; the religion that today is new all over the earth, stammering itself into utterance in every language known to humankind.”

     “The religion that says freedom!

     “The religion that says humankind is not divided – except by ignorance and prejudice and hate; the religion that sees humankind as naturally one and waiting to be spiritually united; the religion that proclaims an end to all exclusions – and declares a brotherhood and sisterhood unbounded! 

     “And if you…can say that this of which I have spoken is your religion, then ask yourself this question: What are you doing with it?”

    That’s the questions, friends. If this is your religion, what are you here in Peterborough, New Hampshire doing with it?

     Davies’ words could not be more timely, more spot on, more cut to the chase had they been written last week. 
I want to make poems that say right out, plainly,

what I mean, that don't go looking for

laces of elaboration, puffed sleeves.
     Do me a favor. Get over yourselves and begin to see how necessary it is that the UU Church in Peterborough moves beyond internal disagreements and the passive aggressive behaviors so endemic in all our congregations, accommodates to, even learns to appreciate greater ministerial authority, pays what it takes to find and nurture the right minister, the one who will lead, LEAD you to fulfilling all those dreams and aspirations you’ve given voice to in the surveys and reports I’ve read and, while you’re at it, find some room on your agenda and in your hearts for rescuing Unitarian Universalism, the movement. Annie Dillard put it this way:

     Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord or who shall stand in his holy place? There is no one but us. There is no one to send, nor a clean hand, nor a pure heart on the face of the earth, nor in the earth, but only us, a generation comforting ourselves with the notion that we have come at an awkward time, that our innocent fathers are all dead – as if innocence had ever been – and our children busy and troubled, and we ourselves unfit, not yet ready, having each of us chosen wrongly, made a false start, failed, yielded to impulse and the tangled comfort of pleasures, and grown exhausted, unable to seek the thread, weak and involved. But there is no one but us. There never has been.
     There never has been. I am, of course, talking about Stewardship. Google tells me Stewardship is “an ethic that embodies the responsible planning and management of resources”. Responsible is not parsimony. Planning is not avoiding conflict. Management is not relaxing into same old, same old. Entirely too many of our UUA member congregations, including my own, are facing the need to change our ways with fear and paralysis.
     Mark DeWolfe was the first out gay minister to be settled in a UUA congregation. Sadly, he died of AIDS in his 35th year. But, before he died, he gave us the words to our opening hymn:

Stand we now upon the threshold, facing future yet unknown.

Hearth behind us, wayside hostel, built by those who knew wild roads.

Guard we e’er their sacred embers carried in our minds and hearts.

     Your first minister, Rev. Elijah Dunbar, called in1799, knew wild roads. He had to lead the church through the actual financial separation of church and state as well as the disaffection of  members who chose to create local Presbyterian and Methodist and Baptist congregations. Can you imagine what those years, those conversations, those agonizing quandries were like? Can you sense the parallel today watching secularism capture our young adults in droves? And how about the decision to build this gorgeous edifice back there in 1825? I’m thinking your church ancestors were called on their way by hunger and passion. Hunger and passion in very substantial quantities.
     Since the winter of 2009, I have worked as a fundraiser for Meadville Lombard Theological School, founded in Meadville, PA in 1844 by Unitarians who had become convinced that learned and effective ministers did not necessarily have to be educated at Harvard Divinity School. (Speaking of heresy!) The school moved to Chicago in 1927 and merged with the Universalist Lombard College. When I joined the Board of Trustees in 2002, Meadville Lombard was still a primarily residential seminary operating out of a fortress like building in Hyde Park that was virtually impossible, and  to wire for digital education – ladies room in the basement – no elevator – loved by most alums for its quirkiness – you get the picture.
     Five years ago, thanks to a visionary President, an imaginative Provost and faculty, and a truly daring Board of Trustees, everything changed. It had to. The school’s thought leaders saw that the world of religion, congregational life and spirituality was shifting rapidly in the 21st century. Ministers needed to be prepared to lead in dramatic new ways. So the school sold its Hyde Park campus, moved to a South Loop location in downtown Chicago, and pursues an entirely new low residency curriculum using remote and on-site educational requirements that blend rigorous academic learning with praxis learning in congregations and community agencies. It’s a huge success and we are currently educating 25% of the seminarians registered with the UUA office in Boston. Our entering class grew from 13 in 2012 to 31 in 2015. Our students and the Association of Theological Schools, the accrediting body, tell us that the “Meadville Lombard way” is the way of the future.

     I tell you this not to brag, though I’m happy to brag, but to testify about the efficacy of radical planning and resolute risk taking. Meadville has traversed the wild roads as few other UU bodies has. It is thrilling to be a part of this story.
     Rev. David Bumbaugh wrote his Users Guide in 1994 when he was the minister in Summit, New Jersey and before he decamped to teach at Meadville Lombard Theological School from which he retired shortly before we left Hyde Park.
     A church is a laboratory where the traditions of the past and the needs of the present, old convictions and new notions are brought into confrontation; where no thought is too radical to receive a hearing and no truth is too sacred to be challenged.

     To use a church properly, one must be open to challenge, be willing to trust one's opinion to the marketplace of ideas, and find in those who disagree a source of insight which may confirm or change those opinions, but which is our only shield from broad irrelevance or narrow fanaticism.

     To use a church properly, one must understand that change is not only inevitable, it may be the only evidence we shall ever have of the divine at work among us.

     “If this is your religion, what are you doing with it?” 
     “There is no one but us”. 
     Sing out praises for the journey. For your journey.
I wish you well.

