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OPENING WORDS: 
To Love Life      By Daniel Kanter
To love life is to notice the wonders that abound
And
To notice the wonders that abound
Is to be grounded here and now
And
To be grounded here and now
Is the beginning of finding love for this life today.
Let us ground ourselves 
in this instant in the worship of all things good and right.
READING #1:
From Who Want’s to be A Millionaire? by David Kowalski
Many years ago, Mohandas Gandhi made a list of what he called the seven sins of the modern world.  High on the list were these two: wealth without work, and religion without sacrifice. I tend to agree with Gandhi.  I think we do suffer from the delusion that we can get something for nothing.  I think our get-rich-quick economy tends to denigrate the value of struggle, commitment, and sacrifice.  Maybe I’m old fashioned, but I agree with Osceola McCarty, who said, “hard work gives life meaning.  Everyone needs to work hard at something to feel good about themselves.  Every job can be done well and every day has it’s satisfactions.”
TV game shows may promise you instant wealth as the key to happiness.  But I don’t really believe that promise.  The question for me is: What can we promise to one another?  And I think the answer is that we can promise each other hard, honest work — the work of raising caring children in an often uncaring world, the work of trying to live with integrity in a world rife with sham and deception, the work of building a community where each person has dignity because of who they are, not because of what they earn or how much they own.
Imagining that you’re going to win the lottery, or that it would solve all your problems even if you did, really is farfetched.  Winning the sweepstakes is a one-in-ten million chance.  Marrying a multi millionaire may be what producers call “reality-based” programming, but it’s TV reality.  It doesn’t apply to you or me.  But it’s not farfetched at all to believe that everybody — each one of us — can have a life that means something, that’s rich in love, and that makes a difference. So what I’m inviting you to do is not to buy in to a fantasy, but to consider investing in a dream.
READING #2: 
A Covenant Invites Relationship   By Lisa Ward
A covenant is not a definition of a relationship; it is the framework for our relating. A covenant leaves room for chance and change, it is humble toward evolution. It claims: I will abide with you in this common endeavor, be present as best as I can in our becoming. This calls for a level of trust, courage and sacrifice that needs to be nurtured, renewed and affirmed on a regular basis…A covenant relies on the treasures of shared truth.
The overall trust within this covenant is in the Truth (Capital T): something which no one person can fully see, yet something which each and every person can come to know—in glimpses, in another's story, in epiphanies…
The courage within this covenant is in the acceptance and celebration of life, with all of its challenges, pain, ironies and joys. 
And the sacrifice within this covenant is in the letting go of dogma, of assumptions, of control—and giving over to a greater wisdom which comes to us in bits and pieces.
The task of this covenant is to take responsibility for the freedom we espouse. 
We know that we are interconnected and that what we do creates ripples of hope or despair, of affirmation or negation. What we do with and for one another is powerful and beyond our imagining.
SERMON:
Shelly, not her real name, grew up in one of those households rife with the kind of abuse you and I read about in the newspapers or see on TV, but hopefully never have to experience first hand.  To say that Shelley’s childhood was difficult would be a monumental understatement.  It was, for all intents and purposes, non-existent.  So, maybe it’s not so surprising that, one Sunday, Shelly grabbed her little sister and sought refuge down the street at a little church where it appeared the nice people came each Sunday.
I don’t know what those people at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Lynn, Massachusetts were thinking the first weekend these two kids just wandered into worship - this story was told to me by my friend and colleague Paul Sawyer.  But it’s clear from what happened next that the congregation responded in love.
Shelly and her sister became regular attendees.  When they showed up without proper clothing in the winter time, they were given coats, hats, mittens, and the like.  They enjoyed their time with the other children of the church and with the adults who were so kind to them.  They enjoyed fellowship hour and all the cookies.  They were exceedingly grateful to be part of a community where they were safe, loved, seen, heard and known.
One Summer, a group of members got together and offered the girls a chance to attend a week of camp at Ferry Beach, one of our UU retreat centers.  When Shelly recalled her first experience at Ferry Beach to my friend Paul some years later, she recalled an epiphany she had within the first twenty-four hours she was there.  In this epiphany, this flash opening, she realized that life at Ferry Beach was the way life was SUPPOSED to be.  Free from threat of harm.  Free from chaos.  Free from hunger and despair.  And just as suddenly, all of the neglect, all of the emotional and physical abuse she had endured until then — suddenly, all of that became “other”.
Let’s think about this for a moment.  A child is reared in hell and it’s awful, but it’s also all she knows.  Imagine the sweet sacredness of the moment when that child first realizes that there is something more and the very paradigm of her retched existence suddenly blows apart, and for the first time in her entire life, this new realm called “possibility” becomes accessible to her.  Imagine that, because that is what the love of those folks at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Lynn made possible.
Shelly continued to attend Ferry Beach, eventually met her husband there and they were married at the Lynn church…the week before it burned to the ground!  But that wasn’t the end of the story for Shelly or for the Lynn church because, of course, love is eternal.  The church would merge with other churches in the area to become the Greater Lynn Church, still happy and thriving today.  And Shelly?  Well, while she and her husband always struggled financially, they lived and loved well and raised a couple of kids - in a loving and kind household. You could say, and you wouldn’t be exaggerating one bit, that anger and abuse met it’s match in and in one generation, were totally transformed.   All made possible by the loving kindness and radical welcome extended to two young girls who wandered into the UU Church of Lynn, Massachusetts. 
Zack, not his real name, was born female but never felt right in a woman’s body.  This would be a difficult situation for anyone, but add to this fact the complication that Zack’s family immigrated to the United States from India and you begin to see difficult, on top of complex, on the verge of untenable.
Zack, like many of us who dwell at the edge of what society deems acceptable, found a home in theatric arts.  He also eventually found love and support in the LGTBQ community and he transitioned from the body he was born with to the one he felt more at home in.  And he wrote a play about his transition and his families response to it.  
Eventually, he decided to turn the play into a book and found an artists retreat where he could work on that book.  We will likely never know what drove that young trans artist out of the artists community that fateful morning and into the doors of that lovely little downtown church, where the cool people seemed to gather each Sunday, but he came.  And we will likely never know the particulars of his experience that day, but what happened next suggests to me that he left church that morning feeling affirmed, seen, heard, and welcomed.  Because the next weekend Zack came back to church…with three friends in tow.  And the following week, the same thing.  Zack showed up with three new friends, and then three more, and three more, and on it went.
Now, to be clear, Zack is a handsome man, and to look at him you might never suspect that he was ever a woman so there’s a good chance no one in the church knew Zack’s history.  Regardless…
One morning in this little church,  a woman stood during Joys and Concerns to light a candle of joy for the time she had spent the week before with her son, who was once her daughter.  The woman lit this candle in celebration of her sons courage, his commitment to become the person he believed himself to be, and for the gift of being able to travel the transitional road with him.
After the service the woman was heading towards the back door just as Zack was heading toward the front of the sanctuary and their paths crossed.  “Thank you for sharing about your son’s transition,” said Zack.  And he proceeded to share his story, very different from her son’s in the absence of any family support.  When he was done, the woman looked him straight in the eyes and said, “Can I give you a hug?”
“”I wish you would,” said Zack, “because my own mother won’t.”
By the way, that conversation took place right here, right there [POINT TO THE REAR RIGHT CORNER OF THE SANCTUARY]…and the woman in the story was Chris Thurston, a former member of this congregation who moved away last spring so she could be closer to her family.
“A covenant is not a definition of a relationship; it is the framework for our relating. A covenant leaves room for chance and change, it is humble toward evolution. It claims: I will abide with you in this common endeavor, be present as best as I can in our becoming.” So writes Lisa Ward in the piece we read the beginning of this sermon.
 I would add to Lisa’s observations that this type of sacred covenant is precious and rare in these times in which we live.  So precious and rare that those who encounter it are rarely left as they were; rarely left unchanged.  So precious and rare that those who work to sustain it might as well be recognized as Saints among us.  This covenantal relationship is what makes us who we are as Unitarian Universalists and as members of this Congregation, and it is what sets us apart from secular organizations, and even many other religious ones as well.  It is precious and it is precarious, born of our desire to be at one with each other and the whole of creation around us.   Born out of a deep hunger to live in a world at peace.  Born from an avidity to be bound by something much more substantive than creeds and doctrines.
Sometime next week, maybe even tomorrow, you should all be receiving in the mail an envelope from your Standing Committee, doing double duty by also serving as this years Stewardship Committee.  For the last few months you’ve been hearing a lot about stewardship and a lot about how it’s so much more than money.  It is.  It’s about our covenant to live out our faith together. It’s about making sure that the Shelly’s of this world have a place to go and get found.  It’s about making sure the Zack’s of this world have a place to come and find love.  It’s about church members who pile into ambulances with one another, who stand vigil at ER beds, and who demonstrate such kindness to one another a nurse has to stop the minister in the hospital hallway to say, “I have no idea who this woman (the patient) is, but boy is she loved!”  It’s about the thousand and one quiet things you all do, that you think I don’t know about (!)…like taking one day a week out of your life to spend time with an aging church member who’s own life light is beginning to dim.  Like giving one of your church families a break by taking their kid for the weekend.  Like delivering a home made meal to someone who can not make one for themselves.  Like reaching out to find and re-connect with a member who had drifted away from the church.  Like volunteering to teach RE, despite the fact you are certain you have nothing to offer and the thought of standing before a group of kids terrifies you.  Like jumping in at the last minute and agreeing to make coffee on a Sunday because no one signed up…and then sticking around to help clean up the mess.  Like agreeing to stand up on Christmas Eve and read a passage before the entire congregation  even though you’ve never read in public before…and you are only ten years old.  Or saying yes to Chair the Standing Committee, not because you want to but because your co-leaders have asked you to.
Sometime next week, maybe even tomorrow, you should all be receiving an envelope in the mail from your Standing Committee / Stewardship Team.  Open it.  Read it.  And then consider what they are asking of you.  Yes, they will be asking you for money…but it’s about so much more.  And while you’re thinking about how you want to help fulfill the promise of Unitarian Universalism and the Peterborough Unitarian Universalist Church, I hope you will reflect on the following;
1) The Stewardship Team is asking for your pledge.  That’s not something you can write a check for today.  The check you can make out to us today is a donation, and while we’d be happy to receive it, the pledge we are asking for is something you will have to accomplish over time.  But then, as Gandhi points out in our opening reading, what is religion without sacrifice?
2)  You currently have 90 pledging units in your congregation and annual operating expenditures of about $235,000.00.  If we were to divide expenditures evenly among pledging units, the cost to belong here would be about $2,600.00 per pledging unit.  Obviously not everyone can carry that load, so some pledge more and others less.  That’s OK, as long as everyone does what they can.
3) I know that most of you, in addition to your pledge to PUUC, give to other important institutions and causes as well.  Please keep in mind that those organizations have donor lists in the hundreds of thousands and millions.  We have 90 pledging units…period.
4) Finally, remember that while Stewardship is about so much more than money alone, it IS also about the money.  For where our money is, there shall our hearts be also.  It’s about the money it takes to keep this building maintained, the lights on and the heat up so that the doors can open, in the right direction, for the myriad of groups who use it - our witness to the value of community.  It’s about the money it will take to call your next minister - a person who will continue to inspire you and the wider community to welcome not only the Shellys and  Zacks, but all the others folks who need to be seen and heard, and known and loved.  It is about the money - about the money it takes to pay your staff for the extraordinary work they do, often unseen, to keep the wheels on this bus going round and round. It IS about the money because it  takes money to seed a future where the Principles of Unitarian Universalism still matter - in Peterborough, in New Hampshire and the world.
  As David Kowalski says, “…it’s not farfetched at all to believe that everybody — each one of us — can have a life that means something, that’s rich in love, and that makes a difference. So what I’m inviting you to do is,” when the envelope arrives in your mailbox next week, “don’t buy in to a fantasy, but… consider investing in a dream”.
Blessed be and amen!
To love life is to notice the wonders that abound
And
To notice the wonders that abound
Is to be grounded here and now
And
To be grounded here and now
Is the beginning of finding love for this life today.
Let us ground ourselves 
in this instant in the [possibility] of all things good and right.
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