The View from Where You Are/1-13-08   The Rev. Barbara Pescan

Reading – From “Intentionality, Practice, and Vitality,” Diana Butler Bass

Diana Butler Bass is a scholar and author.  She has studied vital mainline congregations and published three books from her studies [From Nomads to Pilgrims, The Practicing Congregation, published by the Alban Institute, an independent church research and leadership organization, and Christianity for the Rest of Us, from Harper].  I would ask us respectfully to temporarily suspend any assumptions and reactivity we have about other religious traditions.  What Bass says about Christianity also applies to our UU churches, too.  We may be the farthest bud on the longest branch of the Judeo-Christian tree, but we are still on the tree.

Thinking about how churches can better prepare their congregations to be better Christians, she writes:

“Congregations that intentionally engage in Christian practices are congregations that experience new vitality.”  The sentence combines three components: intentionality, practice, and vitality. . . . . [I]ntentionality involves choice and taking responsibility for individual and communal spirituality;….practice is not a program, rather it is a meaningful way of life; and…vitality cannot be measured in terms of numbers as it means spiritual health and maturity. A vital congregation is one where all people—including the pastor—are growing members of an organic community of spiritual practice.  [This does not relate very well to the] wildly successful seeker-oriented, market-driven church growth program [such as Willow Creek]…

. . . .[F]ocus[ing] on numbers, on getting people into church, and on ‘one-size fits all’ programs for the spiritual life. . . . is different from what my [research] team found in small and medium-sized mainline churches. We found the programs don’t make Christians. Practices do.”

. . . . “Spiritual growth doesn’t happen best by [members] becoming dependent on elaborate church programs, but through the age-old spiritual practices of prayer, Bible reading, and relationships. These basic disciplines do not require multi-million dollar facilities and hundreds of staff to manage.”

Sermon


Look around for a moment from where you are sitting.  What do you see?  How would you describe the view?  If you are right up front here, you can see the choir, you can see me; you can see the beautiful bamboo chancel, and what is on the altar.  You can see the panels in front of the windows, and beyond at the trees and the birds and sky.  If you are in the choir, for some of the time you will be focusing on Bart, and the rest of the time, you will be watching the congregation.  If you are sitting at the back, you can see a greater number of your friends, even though what you see is their shoulders and the backs of their heads.  The part of the congregation on the landing there looks down and sees all of this, plus the tops of all these heads.


Where you are in the room affects what you see, of course.  Where you are in your journey --- your spiritual journey, your life journey --- also affects what you are able to see from where you are. Old Mark Twain may be instructive here.  He once said: "When I was a boy of 14, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be 21, I was astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven years." 

 Your view of life --- the lives of your elders, all of life --- changes as where you are in your life changes --- the view from where you are changes as you learn and grow and move and change.  When I was 16, what older people believed seemed so weird, I could hardly believe we were on the same planet.  But, when I got to be older and had been around the block a few times, I was blown away by how much they had started to make more sense in those few years.
~ ~ ~
In his book, The Almost Church, UU Michael Durall quotes UCC minister, Anthony Robinson about the leading edge questions that bring people to church:  

~
How can I lead a deeper spiritual life?

~
How can I be engaged with something beyond day-to-day secular life?

~
How can I be part of a community of meaning and purpose?

Diana Bass writes that Bill Hybels, the founding pastor of Willow Creek, and Willow Creek’s leaders, [a]fter an extensive study of their congregation (and several similar churches), concluded that participation in programs did not inculcate Christian discipleship and that they had spent “millions of dollars” on programs thinking that they would help people grow—only to find that there was no real increase in parishioners’ love for God or their neighbor.  

If we did such a study, and in words we might use, we might conclude that programs for each age and interest group do not create better Unitarian Universalists who will try to live up to our principles, increase our love for existence and for each other, and who will tell others about our good UU news.

“We made a mistake,” says Hybels. “What we should have done when people crossed the line of faith and became Christians, we should have started telling people and teaching people that they have to take responsibility to become ‘self-feeders.’ We should have…taught people, how to read their Bible between services, how to do the spiritual practices much more aggressively on their own.”  

And, we might say:  “What we should do when people cross the line of faith and become Unitarian Universalists, is help people learn where to find our story, how to read the Bible and other sources of human wisdom, how to plumb what the principles mean in their lives, and how to do spiritual practices more deeply on their own.  We should start telling people that they have to take responsibility to become continually self-nurturing, and spread our good news.”  

And, just to clear up the confusion about what spirituality might be, I understand it to be your sense of fullness, of the large dimensions of the life into which your individual life nests, moves, and has its being.  Spiritual practice, then, is something you do within the tradition on your own, and with other students and with teachers and those farther along the path, regularly, intentionally, and respectfully in order to expand your awareness of and participation in life as it is.  
What Hybels says is missing in his big program church is intentionality, practice, and vitality. Or, as we might put it, “Deepening our Unitarian Universalist faith, our spiritual growth, our response to being alive, all this does not happen best by depending on programs others design for us, but through age old practices of learning from the sources of our faith, reading scriptures, ancient and modern (that includes poetry, ethics, history, science, and biography), and forming relationships with others who are doing the same.”

Well, we have some programs and are always alert to provide more gateway opportunities for members and friends.  Notice, I said “gateway” opportunities.  Whatever grows in us to deepen our faith does not happen only here.  It may begin here, but you have to take it with you.  It may begin in some quiet corner of your life and be nurtured here, but we return to our journeys when we leave the service, or the covenant group, or the orientation to membership, or the class, or lunch, or meeting, or wherever we are in the church that has awakened us to ourselves and to all that is larger than us.

The leading edge questions that bring people to church now are:  How can I lead a deeper spiritual life? How can I be engaged with something beyond day-to-day secular life? And, how can I be part of a community of meaning and purpose? The “how” is that sense of intentionality.  The words “engaged,” and “sense of meaning and purpose” point to the sense that there are depths nesting in our daily experience that take time and quiet to discern.  And, the word “practice” reminds us that this discerning the larger dimensions of life does not come only once, or accidentally, but depends on a disciplined approach to wanting these things for ourselves.  

Why?  So we can become better people, so we can fulfill who we are meant to be, and, in community with others, transform the unconscious, often harmful relations with others, to peaceful, spacious relationships. 

In churches, we are in the business of transforming lives and, through each life, transforming the world.  To accomplish this, ministers like me are always asking more of people like you.  People who understand, as one member of a church near here said it, “Oh, I get it, the work of the church is to get hold of people like me and change ‘em.”  

Yes.  And, me, too.  Parenthetically, we ministers are not in this vocation because we inherently have something wise and perfected to say to others.  We are in this vocation as pastors, teachers and preachers to learn the things we have to learn to deepen our response to the questions of life.  Ministers do this by continually returning to those questions, imperfectly and in the presence of our congregations, making some mistakes publicly, and others, just as you do, in the dark nights of our own souls, finding truth in reflecting upon nature, as well as in relationship with you; and trying to live our lives out loud and out where people can see them.

I would be short-changing you if I asked any less of you.  As has been said, None of us gets out of here alive.  None of us is certain what awaits us in this life or on the other side of this life.  So, even the long view from where we are is not much more than the four score promised to our ancestors.  And, so, what we do here, now, as we learn and grow, depends on how we pay attention to what’s in the view.  We can find the center of our faith in our continual attempts to discern the multiple answers to the question:  How shall we be with each other this brief time we share on the earth?  
Lucinda Duncan, a religious educator, suggested once that the way the principles are listed seems misleading to her.  [For visitors and guests, you may find our principles and purposes ten printed pages into the hymnal.]  Rev. Duncan suggested that the principles should not proceed from affirming the worth and dignity of every person through affirming the interdependent web of existence, but that the first and last principle seem to her to be the feet of an arch, and the keystone, the one that serves all the rest and holds them all in dynamic relation to each other, is the fourth principle –-- the free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  

That principle is speaking of practice. It’s how we take Sunday throughout the week.  Without it, without practicing what we say our guiding principles are, our faith will be just a bunch of words.  That’s true for anyone’s faith.  Practice is how we take our values into our lives and let them nurture us.  Practice is how we transform our automatic responses to life into thoughtful ones. 
Part of that practice is this weekly communal worship on Sunday morning.  We do this practice together.  We sit among our friends and visitors, all of whom come here wanting something and offering something. How shall we be with one another, here, now?  My freedom to search for truth and meaning will encounter yours, and your freedom to act and be responsible for the consequences of your words and actions exists right up to the edge of mine.  That’s where our freedoms interact –-- and that can be lovely.  We can miss the point with each other, sometimes, but because we are also Universalists, we keep trying.  Because we are Unitarians, we look for new ways to try to be with each other that are transformative for both of us, and open the way to more goodness and kindness.  And, as one of my teachers says about this effort:  We aren’t perfect, but we are pretty good.

~ ~ ~

Part of our practice is to pay our share for the continuation of the faith --- to our denomination; to the service committee by joining it and with contributions to Guest at Your Table; and by paying a pledge to our own congregation’s operations.  

Rather than seeing our pledge as a duty or obligation, we may continue to see making and paying a pledge to our church as a privilege of our church’s governance and of this democracy.  It’s what our religious and political forebears insisted on.  It may seem like a distant echo to connect our stewardship of this church with the founding of the country, but it is the essence of our system of government that rather than supporting a state church with our taxes, we are free to choose our faith and support it with contributions.

This fall, mirabile dictu, we had four fund raising activities going on at almost the same time!  All of them were successful, and all of them were going on while we were also giving half our loose plate offerings to others promoting good in the world.  What a privilege that among us, we have so much that we can share it so liberally.

The resiliency of the religious enterprise is in our realizing our fallibility, the human-ness of us practitioners, the tenderness of human being, and its toughness, and its frequent kindness --- all of this at the same time.  I want to bring this home with a story.  I have told you this story before, but because it captures the tenderness, troubles and kindness of faith communities, I will tell you again.  It is from a newsletter column by the Rev. Jane Rzepka, then minister of our church in Reading, Massachusetts:

In the 1930's, of course, times were tough. At that time, our church members were accustomed to pledging either twenty-five cents a week, fifty cents, or one dollar.  During the 1929-30 church year, all of the church members fulfilled their pledges of thirteen, twenty-six, or fifty-two dollars. But as the depression continued, our ledger books begin to show tiny numbers at the bottom of each page.  Five cents.  Two dollars, twelve dollars.  And then a little "s."  Five cents "short" of the pledge.  Twelve dollars short." 

Just what one would expect. But imagine this:  Imagine that more numbers appear at the bottom of the ledger. Four dollars.  Eighty cents.  Seven dollars.  Thirty cents. And after these numbers, the tiny letter "o."   Four dollars  "over" the pledge.  Eighty cents "over."  I can find no evidence of a special appeal from the Governing Board, no traces of public discussion, only the quiet generosity of the people of our church. 

I read lots of historical material this week, but nothing touched me more than the dusty ledger book from the Thirties, from high up on the shelf:  In our church during the Depression, for every pledge that had to fall short, one of many generous people overpaid his or her pledge to compensate. l love the history of this  church.  Gandhi was never a member.  Mother Teresa never belonged either.   Just regular folks.  They dedicated their babies, they worshipped, they reached out to do their part in the world, they cared for one another, they kept this place going, they tried to live their best lives. 

A long time ago, Samuel Eliot stood on our corner here on Summer Avenue and Woburn Street and dedicated this church.  He said, "My friends, let us not forget that the church of the spirit must be forever building.   You are linking your personal religion to the spiritual life of this whole community, and in this high endeavor, I bid you Godspeed."  




[By Rev. Jane Rzepka, permission granted]

Now, experts at the UUA tell us that in a church year that has had a successful capital campaign, annual pledges to the church normally go down 4%.  Now, that is of some concern to the leaders of this church because they have some great plans that will take us into the future with our vision set on making what we do at UCE available to more people.  About one hundred twenty members’ and friends’ contributions made our capital campaign a huge success.  

So, here’s the thing:  We want this year’s stewardship campaign to be a huge success, too, and prove that the experts don’t know everything with their dire minus 4% predictions.  I submit, that those of us who contributed to the capital campaign can increase our pledges to meet our vision, too: for the love of the church.  And, I thank you for your generosity.  I also submit that those of us who did not contribute to the capital campaign have the unique opportunity to spread a whole lot of green ink to underline this stewardship campaign, to hold up our end, whatever your age or financial position, and support the operating budget as the capital campaign contributors meet those pledges over the next five years.  For the love of the church.  Out of your continuing quiet generosity.  Because it is a privilege to support this enterprise.

The view from where you are may be different from mine, or of someone in the choir, or in the front row. . . But in this sanctuary, for the love of the church, we come to be known, to be part of the vitality of this community of meaning and purpose, to engage with something more than the storm and stress and dross of daily life, and to live our lives more deeply and intentionally.  Whatever the view from where we are, we are here, and we come wanting something, and we come offering our lives, as they are, and to be transformed --- by each other and by practicing our faith, together in this beloved community.  We come linking our personal religion to the spiritual life of this whole community, and in this high endeavor, I bid us all Godspeed.  Amen.

Closing words- #683, Theodore Parker, adapted, in unison

Be ours a religion which, like sunshine, 

goes everywhere;

its temple, all space;

its shrine, the good heart;

its creed, all truth;

its ritual, works of love; and

its profession of faith, mindful living.
1-13-08/View From Where You Are/Stewardship/ Pescan     1

