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“Here When You Need Us”

The title of this book – “Here When You Need Me” – came to me

And told me that it wanted to be the title for this sermon long before I knew

Exactly the kinds of stories Kate would tell inside.

Here when you need me; Here when you need us.

A community bent on the common purpose of love,

Which is a good description, I think, not just for searchers and rescuers
Looking for someone who is lost,

But also for us, our religious community,
Which is here when you need us, here when you who may be lost,
And if not lost, then at least in need of support or courage or inspiration
Or comfort or company or challenge that you don’t get by yourself

Reading the paper all alone on a Sunday morning.

Truth be told I was feeling cautious as I approached this sermon,

Which, let’s just get this out of the way, is a stewardship sermon,
Though I’m hoping you won’t get up hung up on that.
Why was I cautious?

Maybe it was the 1,000 lay-offs announced at Bose this week.

Maybe it was the 4% that the market lost on Tuesday during the inauguration (I remember wondering: Aren’t they watching the T.V?  Didn’t they hear Aretha sing?  Can’t they feel just a little bit of hope?)

Maybe it was the 5,000 jobs that Microsoft shed on Thursday.

Maybe it was the stats released this week that said Massachusetts’ unemployment rate 
is at a 15-year high.

Maybe it was the lay-offs and job worries I know some of you are facing.

Is this a good time to be giving sermons about stewardship campaigns,

Which this year isn’t just any old campaign, but the biggest one ever

In our nearly 325-year history as we dream of adding new space

To our precious, but crammed meeting house on the hill?

Yesterday, with this sermon still trying to find it’s voice, with me asking that question,

with me still feeling caution, I remember thinking: 
maybe it will snow again tomorrow like it has every other Sunday in January.  

So I come to us with this caution, honoring it, holding it, 

Because I know you feel it, too.

But I also stand here wanting us to rememeber
How it is exactly in times like these – when people are hurting and anxious and scared –

That you and people you haven’t met yet look to us, look to religious community,

For comfort and for strength.

Questions like: 
How much you trying to raise?  How much can you give?  What’s the average pledge?

These questions are now much less important to me than our asking:

Are we here when people need us to be?  How does this congregation

And our Unitarian Universalist faith make a difference
In your life, in the life of someone you don’t know, by being here?  
And so we come today for a message not all about money.  

We come instead to recall and recommit to our mission
That is being here when you need us, to hold that mission in our hands,

To honor, to share it,

Even as we feel some caution about an uncertain future.  
Years ago, one of my predecessor’s here, Rev. Patricia Bowen,

Sat down to write a history of this church – 

And it was to this book that I went to first as I sought to hold and honor our ways

Of being here when we are needed.

In it I re-read the story of how this congregation came to be,
How the people who started us on our path, like all First Parish’s in New England at that time,

Came here seeking freedom to establish their own churches, their own way of being religious.
It was these people, the Puritans, who 

set up a ‘Holy Commonwealth’ following the ideas of John Calvin.

And just so we know how good we have it,

It was these people who said that 
all inhabitants of the Parishes in that Commonwealth were expected to support the church and attend services or face a fine and imprisonment in the stocks.

In 1674 residents led by Daniel Morse petitioned the General Court for the liberty

‘to be a town by ourselves,’ calling it Shearborn

And a site for the meeting house was chosen on a hill above what was then called Edward’s Plain, the hill we sit on top of today.
On April 29th, 1681 Daniel Gookin, a young whipper-snapper from Harvard,

Was chosen as the first minister, and given a salary of 20 pounds in money and

20 pounds in ‘country pay’ (which is code for firewood and chickens),

With the promise of earning more if the size of the church increased. 

Gookin spent the rest of his life here, ministering to the growing parish.

He gave fiery sermons.

The congregation sat through all morning Sunday worship in an unheated sanctuary.
And then they came back at night for another evening service.

And though we share none of their religious orthodoxy,

none of their theology, and certainly none of their Sunday endurance,
I’m reminded as I think about mission how we would wouldn’t be here this morning if it weren’t for these people, 
people like Daniel Morse, and Thomas Sawin, and Thomas Eames, and others who felt the need for a church that was their own,

A place where they could worship as they wanted 

And who passed to us this flame of making our own choices 
about the religious community we belong to.  

For 324 years we have stood here, in one way, shape or form.  
We began because someone needed us to be here. 

When I think of our being here when we’re needed
I think also of the generation that came later,

When in the 1830’s and 40’s the spark of Ralph Waldo Emerson 

And William Ellery Channing and Margaret Fuller and others

floated out from Concord and Boston and Cambridge
and landed in the pews and pulpit of this very building,

inspiring the preachers and parishioners with what was then called

“The Unitarian Heresy” that had them talking about Jesus as more

Moral exemplar than Messiah,

That had thinking about community without creed,

That had them willing to accept into fellowship anyone seeking after the truth,

That had them preaching tolerance and the importance of allowing the individual

To each worship in his or her own way.  

On March 3, 1843 the people who needed this new faith to be alive
In this area officially established the First Parish in Sherborn as a Unitarian congregation,
Setting into motion the faith we practice today.

Since then, sometimes waxing, sometimes waning, but still always here,
The Unitarian idea that we need not think alike to love alike,

That we are a religion of deeds, not creeds,

That ours is a faith big enough for your dreams, your doubts, your questions,
Your hopes, your changing beliefs,

that doesn’t try to prescribe theological language into one-size-must-fit all

Has burned here on this hill,

Letting every one know, from the skeptic to the seeker to the certain,

From the believer to the agnositic to the atheist,
from the un-churched to the churched-too-much

That ours is a faith with an open heart that is big enough for you,
Whoever you are.

We began, and we have continued still, because someone needed us to be here.

But I don’t need to talk only about the past.  

We don’t need to spend this sermon re-living history.  

When I think of our being here when you need us I 

Think of the words Kathleen shared today, 

How one of her most cherished places to be is here is in this sanctuary
‘in the silence’ she said.

And what I think Kathleen is talking about is this need we have, this hunger,

To commune with ourselves, to breathe in our spirits and our souls,

In a world that seems not to let us, 
that is too noisy, too busy, to fast, too in thrall to the material.

Call it prayer, call it meditation, call it worship, call it sacred hour,
Call it listening to the sermon, call it losing yourself in the music.

I don’t care what you call it

As long you  know that this hour is here because we need it,

We who need to be both nurtured and needled in our becoming
Better listeners to that ‘still, small voice within.’

This is why we light candles.  This is why we sign hymns.

This is why I write sermons.  I’m hoping is why you listen to them.
Because we spend 6 days and 23 hours being absorbed, cajoled, distracted,
Entertained, mystified, and troubled by the world we live in,

And we need at least one hour that can help us reflect

On who we are and how we are called to be in that world.

So on Sundays we gather for worship, 
we resist the call to lounge and to linger and we get out of bed and

make our way to this place on the hill the ways generations have before us, 
because we need this sacred, special hour to be here.

We are here also those we haven’t met yet, for those we don’t know well,

For those we don’t see, for those who live far away, for those not among us.

Ours isn’t just a faith and a church built for us and our needs;

Ours is a faith that calls us to be servants and stewards 

To the needs of others.

I learned this week, buried in this history book, that in the 1860’s, 
during the Civil War,
This church rallied and went to work supplying garments and supplies for the Sanitary Commission, the forerunner of the American Red Cross. 
Our faith inspired them. 

Our faith is what inspired people like Universalist Clara Barton to found the Red Cross.

It’s what led Unitarians like Rev. Theodore Parker 
to fight for the abolition of slavery,
A position so dangerous in the 1800’s that he kept a gun
 in his desk for self-defense.

It’s what inspired our ministers, almost all of whom were white,

To march with King on the streets of Selma in the 1960’s.

It’s what led to us ordain the first openly gay person in the 1980’s,

And stand with same-sex couples as they fought for the right to marry.

It’s what inspired this congregation in the late 1990’s to hold town meetings

And services of healing after a Sherborn man papered the town with
Homophobic pamphlets.

It’s the spirit behind our all our trips to New Orleans, the next coming up in April,

Where we will continue to be there for people who need us, long after

The rest of the country has seemed to have forgotten.

It’s why you send me checks to support the Minister’s Discretionary Fund,

Out of which I write checks to buy food and oil and pay rent for people 

You will never meet, who you will never know.

It’s why today we will send our plate collection to help aid
the humanitarian crisis in Gaza;

Last month we gave to the area food pantries.
Before that it was to support the work of a woman’s shelter in Roxbury.

This isn’t me crowing about how great we are.

This is me sharing with us our mission, how our faith and this church

Is here for those in need, here for the marginalized, here for the least of these,

Here for those we know, and here for those we don’t.

And finally, on the way to the end, a story about being here when you need us,

About this building, about making space.

When I first arrived here in the late summer of 2003

There were approximately 30 children in our Religious Education program
And 70 adults gathering for worship.

When our daughter Ella was born that September, I think she doubled the number
Of babies in the nursery. 
Parking was plentiful.  
Now, because of so many reasons, 

Mainly because of your hard work and dedication to this congregation
And your generosity of spirit,

We often have 150 gathered in worship, 80-90 kids in our classrooms,

And parking is a competitive sport.
One Sunday this past year, on a regular, semi-crazy Sunday,

A new family came for the first time to our church.  

They brought their young children with them.
And when it came time to drop them off at their classrooms,

After wading through the people in the hallway,

They found a classroom so full of children that they decided 

There wasn’t enough room.

So they left.  They left, and as far as I know they haven’t come back.

And because they haven’t come back

we’ll never know the need they had that brought them here to us.

We won’t know if they came because they needed their children 
To know a religion that strives to awaken the soul and not just 
Impart a doctrine.

We won’t know if they came because they needed company or comfort.

We won’t know if they came needing to serve something bigger than themselves.

We don’t know if one of those parents is fearing this morning that they will lose their jobs,

And what they need is to talk with a minister about their fears.
Our mission is to be here when you need us, and now that many are coming

We are running out of room – room not just for children, but room for fellowship,

Room for community, room for programs and initiatives we run today,
And room for ones we haven’t dreamed of yet.

And so, when Karen and I sat down this year to make our pledge –

One for the annual budget, and another, to be given over the next 3 years, 
for the building expansion – 
I will tell you that I  thought not of new office space,

French doors, pretty lights, or new paint.

No, instead I thought of faces and names and, most especially, of needs.

For 324 years we have been here when you need us,

And the awareness that our religious community is needed now more than ever

Is what helps me make choices about how I can support it,

Is what helps me as I hold caution in hand, and our purpose for being here in the other.

A final word, ones I echoed last year from my colleague Roger Paine,

but which bare repeating in these times.

Just as there are a wide variety of spiritual beliefs in our congregation,

There is also a wide variety of financial ability to give.

We have some members who give well over $10,000 a year
And will give tens of thousands to the capital campaign, 

And we have others who have very little if any resources to spare.

I don’t know who gives how much and I don’t want to know.

But what I do know is that our congregation needs of all these gifts,

And all of us, to make us who we are.

The only real hope I have is that you will take the time to reflect 

on you want this congregation to be here when it’s needed
And then try to support us as best you can.

I want you to know I feel so deeply privileged to minister to all of you,

To walk with you and share this faith together.

Thank you for your gifts.

Thank you for being here.
Thank you for sharing your needs, and supporting others in theirs.

Never doubt, never wonder that we are here when you need us.
Amen.

