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READING #1:  From “Rejoice and Struggle” 
by Elaine McArdle and Christopher L. Walton - UU World / Fall 2015
On the second morning of the Unitarian Universalist Association’s General Assembly in Portland, Oregon [this past summer], celebration pushed the agenda aside when the U.S. Supreme Court announced its groundbreaking decision legalizing same-sex marriage nationwide.  Delegates cheered and wept with joy.  UUA Moderator Jim Key altered the planned programming to call couples onto the main stage of the Oregon Convention Center to celebrate together.
Yet the 2015 GA opened June 24, just one week after a white man massacred a Bible study group at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston South Carolina.  “The murder of nine black people in Charleston last week weighs heavily upon us,” said UUA President Peter Morales during the opening ceremony. The Rev. Marlin Lavanhar, senior minister of All Souls Unitarian Universalist Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma, began his sermon at GA’s Service of the Living Tradition by observing that the church year “stretched from Ferguson to Charleston.”  Lena K. Gardner and the Rev. Danny Givens Jr. - Black Lives Matter activists  from Minnesota and staff members of the UUA’s Church of the Larger Fellowship - led the prayer during Sunday’s worship service, GA’s largest event.  They spoke the names of the nine Charleston victims and acknowledged  five African American churches that had burned in the ten days since.
Urgent calls for racial justice pervaded GA.  Guest speakers included the Rev. Osagyefo Sekou and Rasheen Aldridge, black activists from Ferguson, Missouri.  Ten workshops and three GA Talks in the plenary hall focused on antiracism work and Black Lives Matter organizing.  The UU Service Committee honored U.S. Rep. John Lewis, the civil rights movement veteran, at its 75th anniversary gala.  And in an electrifying speech, Beacon Press author Cornel West urged UU’s to respond to the moral, economic, and environmental catastrophe by becoming “blues people.”  “You’re not saviors and messiahs,” he told the crowd, “but I have a feeling…that we have got folk in this room who are willing to go down swinging like Ella Fitzgerald and Muhammad Ali.”
READING #2  “Holy Now” by Peter Mayer
Lyrics to Holy Now  by Peter Mayer
When I was a boy, each week  On Sunday, we would go to church And pay attention to the priest  He would read the holy word
And consecrate the holy bread And everyone would kneel and bow Today the only difference is  Everything is holy now
Everything, everything  Everything is holy now
When I was in Sunday school  We would learn about the time
Moses split the sea in two  Jesus made the water wine
And I remember feeling sad  That miracles don't happen still
But now I can't keep track  'Cause everything's a miracle
Everything, Everything  Everything's a miracle
Wine from water is not so small  But an even better magic trick
Is that anything is here at all  So the challenging thing becomes Not to look for miracles  But finding where there isn't one
When holy water was rare at best  It barely wet my fingertips
But now I have to hold my breath  Like I'm swimming in a sea of it
It used to be a world half there  Heaven's second rate hand-me-down But I walk it with a reverent air  'Cause everything is holy now Everything, everything  Everything is holy now
Read a questioning child's face  And say it's not a testament
That'd be very hard to say  See another new morning come
And say it's not a sacrament  I tell you that it can't be done
This morning, outside I stood  And saw a little red-winged bird
Shining like a burning bush  Singing like a scripture verse
It made me want to bow my head  I remember when church let out
How things have changed since then  Everything is holy now
It used to be a world half-there  Heaven's second rate hand-me-down
But I walk it with a reverent air  'Cause everything is holy now  
****
Won’t you pray with me?…
This past church year, to echo the words of Rev. Lavanhar from our reading, indeed “stretched from Ferguson to Charleston.”  This summer stretched from Charleston to the streets of Hungary, where thousands of Syrian refugees are now struggling just to survive.  And those were just some of the events unfolding on the national stage.
Closer to home we were rocked here in Peterborough this summer first by the suicide of a thirteen year old girl, and then by the suicide of a twenty year old young man.  I know, from having been in touch with many of you over the summer that there have been extraordinary personal losses for some of you this summer as well.
And, I don’t know about you but it is a sweet, sweet thing to be here with you today. It is a blessing to be here, together, gathered in faith, gathered in love, gathered in hope. There were so many times this summer that I yearned for the presence of this sacred community - this community that knows a thing or two about how to mourn together, how to turn outrage about injustice into action, how to celebrate hard won victories. There is a rhyme and a rhythm that unfolds amidst the cycles of our church lives together, and that rhythm has become so central to my life when it is not present I confess I feel a bit adrift - and I don’t think I’m alone in that. 
Thank goodness this church year began for me on a real high note at the Standing Committee’s retreat at the end of August, lead by our Interim Transitions Consultant, the Rev. Olivia Holmes.  Now, I’ve sat through a lot of these types of retreats, and to be honest with you, they can be a little mind numbing.  They can be soul absorbing.  They can lead me to wonder what I am doing it my life and whether or not it will matter when I’m gone.  I have sat through many retreats as governing bodies slog through a morass of management issues and I confess I have not been inspired.
But this retreat was different.  At this retreat, Olivia guided us through a series of exercises and discussions that pushed us beyond our every day thinking into the far deeper place where our most precious values lay.  Let me just summarize the experience by telling you all that the retreat was seven hours long and it felt like an hour and a half, and when it was over this group - your leaders - were on fire!  I haven’t felt energy in a room like that at a leadership retreat since…well, I’m not sure I’ve ever experienced that at a church leadership retreat!
Now, “do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid” (John 14:1).  When I tell you your leadership team was on fire with the spirit I mean that in a New England, Unitarian Universalist, Yankee sort of way.  No snakes, no talking in tongues, no ecstatic expression.  We’re good!
Something shifted during that retreat and we came away from it with a renewed commitment to sink our roots down deep into the rich soil of our congregations Mission Statement, our congregations core values, in order to revitalize and renew the spirit of this church and of Unitarian Universalism in the Monadnock Valley.  
I could talk about this endlessly, but in thinking about being with you all today for the first time since last June, I decided what I’d rather do is share the actual experience of that retreat with you and allow you to experience for yourself the subtle but righteous shift that takes place when we move from our heads to the place of our deepest convictions.  
So, here’s what we’re going to do.  You should all have writing implements in your pews and index cards.  I want you to imagine that you are getting ready to attend a rally for some cause that is dear to you.  It might be something local like, say, stopping the pipeline.  It could be a Black Lives Matter march or something else.  Once you’ve picked your rally, I want you to write your 1 sentence soundbite, just in case someone sticks a television camera or a microphone in your face, that answers the question, “Why are you here?”  Go ahead and write that down.
Now, look over that sentence and re-write it as a Unitarian Universalist.  Re-write your 1 sentence soundbite in such as way as to convey to those who will hear your statement on the eleven o’clock news tonight why, you as a person of faith, are at this rally.
Great.  Now, looking at these two sentences, what do you notice?  What’s the difference?
When we approach Social Justice as people of faith, especially as UU’s, we can be pretty darn convincing, can’t we?  And, how many of you noticed the difference in tone between the first sentence and the second?  Were your second sentences a little less shrill and a little more inviting?  Which sentence do you think might invite more people to entertain what you were about?
Now, imagine if we began operating as people of faith in other areas of our lives as well?  Imagine if we, as a congregation, undertook that challenge!
I had a little fun with the folks who chair the various committees here at PUUC the other evening at the Annual Chairs Meeting.  I told them that, as an outcome of the Standing Committee Retreat, they were being charged to each bring in two new church members in order to help us meet our annual budget.  (I did this with a straight face…and then watched as the color drained from theirs.)  No one feels inspired to bring in new church members to meet an annual budget, but when we manage our congregations instead of spiritually nurturing them, that’s, more or less, what we’re left with.  And that’s a crying shame…really…because we have so much more to offer than that.  There are people in this town, your neighbors, co-workers and friends, who are literally dying to be seen, to be known, to be welcomed radically and without reserve.  Who do you know who needs to be here?
When we move from head to heart, when mission steers the ship supported by management, the conversation shifts from, ‘how do we got more members into the church’ to ‘how do we help those already here become more connected to their faith and the life and ministry of this church’.  And you know, a funny thing happens when a church begins to spiritually awaken as a community.  That vitality is attractive and guess what?  You’ll attract new folks to the church.  When we move from questions like, ‘how do we balance the church budget’ to ‘how can we make an impact on the current state of economic inequality in our country and how can we involve members of our surrounding community in that struggle’, we become relevant voices of reason within our communities.  And one thing I know about churches with vital social justice programs?  They’re not struggling to meet budgets or attract new members because those things, fueled by faith, by conviction, and by spirit, are happening just in the process of life itself.
Friends, I can’t say for sure what difference it will make here at PUUC for us to make that shift from being a management driven church to being a vision or mission driven church, but I can tell you it’s the goal of your leadership team, both lay and ordained, to find out.  Maybe we’ll discover, in the words of Professor, Prophet Dr. Cornell West, our inner “blues people”…neither saviors nor messiahs, but people willing to enter the ring of life with the passion of an Ella Fitzgerald and go down fighting for what we believe like Muhammad Ali.  Or maybe, for others of us, it will look like the gradual awakening Peter Mayer describes in his song ‘Holy Now’ in which we learn to walk with a reverent air, having discovered the sacred in the ordinary, everywhere.
I don’t know.  But I’m really curious to see what a difference it will make.
In the mean time, welcome back y’all.  It’s good to be together again.  We’ve been waiting for you.
Won’t you pray with me?
Spirit of Life, Spirit of Love, 
help us not fall in love with with the ways we protect ourselves from You and from one another, but to watch large-eyed, wide-hearted, open-handed, eager minded for all the wonder and mystery that surrounds us.
Amidst our furrow-faced busy-ness of life, we realize that deep within us there are gifts of mercy and light, peace and joy, grace upon grace, that can only be offered and received if we are unclenched open.
So, this is our hope. This is our prayer.
Open us!
Gentle us open, pry, shock, tickle, beguile, knock, amaze, squeeze, any wily way You can us open.   
To see the sacred in the coming of light each day, in babies eyes and lovers smiles, in the glaze of weariness that causes us to pause, in the sacred heart of truth wherever spoken and lived.  Open us to the songs of hope that hide in the thumping of traffic, the canopy of pre-dawn silence, the wail of longing within us, in the cries of our brothers and sisters for justice and peace, and in the throb of our own souls leaning towards goodness.
Open us then to share the gifts we have been given gladly and boldly, to sweat justice, to pay the cost of attention, to initiate the exchange for forgiveness, to risk a new beginning free of past grievances, to engage with each other in the potluck of joy so that we might find the gifts of an even larger love and a deeper peace together.
Spirit of beloved, sacred, loving community…gentle us open.  We’ve been waiting for You!

Ashay & Amen.
� Adapted from Ted Loder, ”Gentle Us Open”.  My Heart in My Mouth. (Innisfree Press: PA) 


(c) 2000. Pgs 106-107.






