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First Reading

Our first reading this morning is from the poetry of Marge Piercy,

Who though not a Unitarian,

Always said that if she were ever to join a church ours would the kind of church

She would join.

The following poem is one on my absolute favorites,

And one that I imagine hanging inside every office cubicle,

Over every work desk,

And across the top of every agenda of every church meeting,

And in the by-laws of every church committee across the land.

It is called ‘To Be of Use.”

Here it is:

“The people I love the best 

jump into work head first 

without dallying in the shallows

and swim off with sure strokes almost out of sight.

They seem to become natives of that element,

The black sleek hands of seals

Bouncing like half-submerged balls.

I love people who harness themselves, an ox to heavy cart,

Who pull like water buffalo, with massive patience,

Who strain in the mud and the muck to move things forward,

Who do what has to be done, again and again.

I want to be with people who submerge

In the task, who go into the fields to harvest

And work in a row and pass the bags along,

Who stand in the line and haul in their places,

Who are not parlor generals and field deserters

But move in a common rhythm

When the food must come in or the fire be put out.

The work of the world is as common as mud.

Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust.

But the thing worth doing well done

Has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident.

Greek amphoras for wine or oil,

Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums

But you know they were made to be used.

The pitcher cries for water to carry

And a person for work that is real.

Second Reading

Our second reading is one that I first heard from my colleague, Roger Paine.

It’s a news story from the Idaho Mountain Express written in August, 2005

By Chris Millspaugh, who is a talk-show host for a Ketchum radio station.

The Dalai Lama visited Ketchum that fall to dedicate a meditation garden 

And to give several talks.  Here is the story, as it appeared in the paper:

The Dalai Lama arrived in the Wood River Valley and was swamped with things he had to do, from attending rallies, speaking at dinners, blessing events and more.  For security purposes, he used the same limo driver every day.  One evening, at an important event in Sun Valley, he seized an opportunity to sneak away from the Limelight Room unnoticed.  He walked out a side entrance and headed for the Inn’s parking lot where he found his limo and his driver sitting in the back drinking a beer and eating a sandwich with his feet up on the seat.  

 


The driver scrambled, apologizing profusely, but the Dalai Lama told him to relax and stay put.  He told his driver that he was tired of everything being done for him and that he never even got a chance to drive a car anymore.  So His Holiness took off down the road, sideswiping a few cars, and ending up in a ditch.  A Sun Valley sheriff’s car pulled up behind the limo and the deputy carefully approached and knocked on the window.  The Dalai Lama lowered the window and looked benignly out.  The deputy surveyed the scene, ran back to his squad car and called the mayor.

 

The deputy said: “Mayor, this is Deputy Sheriff Henderson.  It seems that I am just about to arrest the biggest VIP in the world and I don’t know what I should do!”

 

The mayor said: “Who is it?  Is it Bush?  I’ll call the Secret Service and straighten the whole thing out.”

The deputy answered: “No, it’s not Bush.  I’m talkin’ the biggest honcho alive!”

The mayor said, “Well, who do you have, the Secretary General of the United Nations?”

“Bigger than him,” said the deputy.

“Well, dammit, Henderson,” said the mayor, “who the hell are you about to arrest?”

 

The deputy said, “I have no idea who he is, but he’s sitting in the back seat drinkin’ a beer and eatin’ a sandwich and the Dalai Lama is his driver!”

“Church of the People”

I learned from my colleague, Roger,

That this story is a fake,

But I wanted to share it mostly for the laugh it would give us.

We’ll see if there is a message or a meaning that I can extract from it 

In a bit.

We begin at the beginning, with the way this sermon began for me.

The other evening I was sitting on the couch with my daughter Ella

When the subject of our church came up.

Given her love for everything princess,

For awhile now she’s been referring to this place – 
without any prompting on my end,

I should add – as ‘Daddy’s Castle.’  

How was your castle today, daddy?  She asked.  Did you have fun there?

And what followed was an illustration of why they say it is so hard 

Having the minister as your dad,

Because rather than just answer her question 

I saw an opportunity to teach her something about what our church is about,

How it’s not mine, but really all of yours, the congregation’s.

Only a minister dad tries to teach the concept of congregational governance

To a four-year-old.

So I told her: “It’s not my castle, honey; it’s theirs, it’s the people’s castle,” I said.

Suffice it to say she wasn’t exactly riveted by my explanation,


So then I hauled out that most common of illustrations to make my point.

I said, “Ella, do this (and please, everyone, join me here):

Take one hand, and lock your fingers like this with the other hand,

Fold them down.

Okay.  Repeat after me:

Here is the church.

Here is steeple.

Open the doors.

And here are the people!

And then I said: “In our church the people are the ones in charge, not daddy.  

In our church we don’t have kings and queens; we make decisions together.

In our church the people do most of the work, on committees, in classrooms,

Behind the scenes,

And it’s daddy’s job to help care for the people in good times and bad times,

and help bring them together in community.

In our church the religion is more about helping us become better people,

And less about helping us to believe or not believe certain things.

Our church is a people church.  Ours is the Church of the People.”

I sat on the couch telling (was it preaching?) all this to Ella.  Poor Ella.  

I think I lost her at the steeple part.

But the moment wasn’t completely lost,

Because it did give me a way into thinking about this sermon,

Which is part celebration for who and what this community is,

Part encouraging us to share ourselves and our gifts with all that goes on here,

And part inspiration about why this sharing matters, what it means.

Hearing me, you may be wondering: 
this sounds a lot like an annual canvass sermon.

Didn’t Nathan already give that sermon?

Indeed I did. So today we speak not of treasure.  

We speak instead of time and talent,

Of sharing gifts, sharing ministry, 

Serving, being companions in this work of the church that is,

To use Marge Piercy’s line, ‘as common as mud.’

I’m thinking: good thing she didn’t say quick-sand.

So if you’re new here, or even if you’ve been around for 30, 40, 50 years,

As some have, let me say: Welcome to the Church of the People!

I may be trying too hard to connect back to that story about the Dalai Lama,

But I believe that when folks come to our congregation for the first time

They are a lot like that sheriff, wondering what our identity is.

So let me speak about who we are.  Let me celebrate us.

Let me celebrate, first, our theology.

Ours is a theology of and for the people,

And by that I mean, echoing one of my colleagues,

That it is more horizontal than vertical.

We speak of the holy, the sacred not as above and beyond us,

In another space, but rather in the here and now,

Found between people and in the life that we can touch and taste,

See and feel.

We talk of the divine spark that glows within each one of us,

And we come together in faith to blow on that spark,

To breathe life into the life of others.

Welcome to the Church of the People.

Let me also celebrate how the church we have 

Is the church that you make it be.

You choose your ministers.

You make the budgets.

You raise the funds.

You make the decision to become members and

Make the important decisions.

It was you who decided to take a risk on a young, nearly fresh out seminary

Minister who arrived not knowing much except that I felt called to this work.

It was you who decided years ago to stretch yourself

And really welcome those visitors who came through the doors.

It was you who said you wanted to look outside yourself more,

To grow in numbers, and grow also in more outreach

And connection to the communities we serve.

It was you who wanted to be more than just a building on a hill.

Welcome to the Church of the People, 

Where you the people are the ones who make us what we are.

Let us celebrate also how willingly you have rolled up sleeves

And gotten to work.

Over the last 6 years, let us count the ways:

Repainted classrooms, remodeled Unity Hall,

Redone Vestibule, new ceiling,

A cleaned chandelier that actually gives off light.

Trust consolidation.  New governance model.

Funding the new membership position, 
and next the new Communications position.

Increased hours for the Director of Religious Education.

Doubling and then tripling and then quadrupling the number 

Of students in the religious education program.

New members.  New parking problems.  New space problems.

New music director.  More choir, more voices, more music.

Space Planning.  Talk of expansion, new additions, big dreams.

Welcome to the church of the people,

Where there always seems to be something going on,

Where once we had the shortest coffee hour in town,

And now it seems like we are wanting to stay for lunch.

Let us celebrate programs and initiatives,

Task forces and committees.

Some churches talk of salvation by faith or confession,

But we have so many committees that we might as well talk about 

Salvation by agenda, by the act of meeting nightly.

Today after the service you can go down into Unity Hall

And catch a glimpse of the Church of the People on display – 

Covenant Group booths, New Orleans Rebuilding Crew Booths,

Social Action booth, Adult Programming booth, Religious Education Booth,

Buildings and Grounds, Choir, Music Committee, Ministry Council,

Youth Group, Worship Committee, Finance Committee, Space Planning Committee,

Capitol Campaign Task Force.

We have so many that I expect fights for space.  

I expect fierce lobbying for attention.

Welcome to the Church of the People,

Where getting involved outside of the worship service

Is how doors are opened and connections are made.

We have so much to celebrate.  I am so proud to be your minister.

We are caring community, a  sharing community.

We say we come as much to minister to others as to be ministered unto.

So let me here remind us

That when it comes to encouraging us to get involved

I am careful to remember that it is likely the case

That not many of us came in here just begging for the chance to set up coffee hour

One Sunday,

Or just begging to spread lime in the fall with the guys on Buildings and Grounds,

As wonderful as they are.

Why are we here?  Why do we come?

Here are some of your responses, given to Maureen Gormley this year

As part of her membership work:

* To feel part of a congregation that will value me and whatever

I bring to the table.

* To raise my child in a community that would allow him to question God

And his place in the world, feel safe, get some answers, but not all.

* One word: community.

* To learn what it means to love and care for others.

* Because the spirit of the church is something we need in our lives.

* To become part of a community of people who are opening their hearts.

* To notice and deepen my own spirit.

* Because it appeals to my need and my daughter’s need for community  - a place we can turn for better or worse.

* from a 9-year-old: I first came because my parents made me; now I come for the friendships

* to hear the encouragement toward service and giving back

* to think, to pray, to listen, to be connected, to share, to belong to something bigger than myself.

So welcome to the church of the people,

You who come for a variety of reasons – for connection, comfort, challenge, deepening. 

Not for committee work do you come, 

but participation in community, the sense that you belong to 

A wider circle that just yourself. 

If you are just coming now,

You are coming at a time when the culture of this church is changing.

When I first arrived here 5 years ago

Some of you told me stories – true stories –

About being welcomed into the church one day,

And then being asked to serve as the treasurer the next.

There were some twisted arms.  There was some heavy and hard recruitment.

There was a hunger, even a desperation for volunteers.

So let us celebrate the shift, a shift that starts with language. 

Notice that we host not a committee fair today, but an opportunity fair,

The chance for you to come and see, to ask: is there something I want to get involved in?

We speak not of recruitment of volunteers, but of an invitation to be of service,

To join in the row with others and pass the bags along, as Marge Piercy says.

It’s true, we need you.  In the church of the people, we need all of you,

But we don’t want you to do things that you have no interest in or no passion for.

So we speak of work that can fulfill the person, not just speak of the person who can 

Fulfill the work.

Speaking of work, let’s use another word for what goes on here.

Let’s talk instead of sharing the ministry.

It surely takes effort and sweat to run the Church of the People,

But the difference is that this sweat and effort is done in service and care

For others, and this is what the word ministry means: to serve, to care for.

Joining one of the New Orleans trips is ministry;

Serving dinner at the Salvation Army is ministry;

Making meals for those in need is ministry;

But so is serving on the Finance Committee, so is ushering, so is making coffee,

So is signing up to ring the bell on Sunday morning.

Welcome to the church of the people,

Where we need you and we want you to get involved.

But we say: get involved in a way that will fulfill your need for service and connection,

Not exhaust your reserves of energy and time.

I hope you will this as my encouragement to say yes; 

I hope you will also hear also the permission to say no.

And finally now, on the way to the end, a brief story:

I have occasion some Sundays to visit other congregations,

As well as talk to many of my colleagues in ministry.

One recent Sunday I was privileged to preach in our sister congregation

Down the road in Medfield for their minister who is on sabbatical.

I was glad to be there, glad to help out,

But perhaps because I preached an old sermon I had originally written for us,

And perhaps because I didn’t know anyone or their stories,

I left after the service feeling like I hadn’t connected,

Like I was uninspiring to them and thus feeling uninspired myself.

It was nearly noon and I drove back into our parking lot feeling that way,

Knowing that I needed to summon some energy to participate in a peace rally

We were holding out on the steps.

And it was then – upon seeing the still full parking lot, the bubbling of energy,

The smiling faces, the welcome, the life, the tangible spirit – 

That I remembered something else about the Church of the People,

Which is that in the Church of the People inspiration is never dependent on

Just one person, especially when that one person is the minister.

After five minutes in our congregation that day I had energy to spare,

Energy to burn.

You inspire me.  You inspire each other.

And what this means is that in the Church of the People,

In the horizontal church, not the vertical church,

Inspiration comes from the spirit, the breath, and the life of its members.

Says my regular go-to guy, Frederick Buechner: 

“Spirit is highly contagious.  And when your spirit is unusually strong,

the life in you unusually alive, you can breathe it out to other lives,

becoming literally inspiring.”


Let us celebrate our inspired, contagious spirits.

Let us celebrate our breathing in and breathing out.

Let us celebrate this Church of the People.

You make us who we are.

You make us who we are becoming.

Amen.

