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“For the Sake of What?”

In place of a reading this morning, we begin with a story:

Back in the day when people commuted to work by foot rather than by Prius

And everything was built by hand,

A traveler came upon three people working with stone.

Curious what they were doing, the traveler asked the first worker:

“What are you doing with these stones?”

And without looking up at all from his work, with his head down,

the worker replied: 

“I am simply a stonecutter and I am cutting stones.”

Not satisfied with that answer, the traveler approached the second worker

And asked him:

“What you are doing with these stones?”

And at this the second worker paused, looked at the stones for a few brief moments,

And replied: 

“I am a stonecutter and I am cutting stones to build a wall.”

The traveler, now confused about the different answers;

Approached the third worker and asked:

“What are you doing with these stones?”

The third worker stopped what he was doing, dropped his chisel to his side,

Gazed at the stones and then gazed far up into the sky,

And replied:

“I am a stonecutter and I am building a cathedral.”

Three workers, each engaged with the same kind of work,

But each with a very different perspective about that work,

Each with a very different vision about what their work is in service to.

I offer this story today as a parable for us – for our Unitarian Universalist faith,

And for our church on the hill – as we engage in the work of being

A liberal religious voice in our towns, for each other, and for those we have 

Yet to meet.

The parable asks us to ask:

For the sake of what are we cutting stones? 

Meaning for the sake of what do we practice this faith,

Do we have this church, do we welcome new members,

Do we stay after worship for annual meetings,

Do we try to figure out what to do next with our building campaign,

Do we hire ministers and staff, do we have pews and pulpits,

Do we come together and call ourselves a spiritual community 

(and not just a community center)?

Are we just doing this work to do it?

Are we just cutting stones or building walls?

Or do we have a cathedral story, a dream, a vision 

For what our work is in service to?

These questions have begun to stir in me this year as

I have traveled to three of our largest, most vibrant Unitarian Univeralist

Congregations across the country, with the three more coming up next year,

And have found myself inspired to imagine what my ministry, this congregation,

and our movement

Would be like if we were ten times as bold as we are now.

Spurring me on these last weeks, lending me some urgency,

Has been a trifecta, a trinity, of negative encouragement:

Including, first, the NPR correspondent 

Who two weeks ago during Tom Ashbrook’s morning show referred to Unitarian Universalism

As the religious equivalent of non-alcoholic beer,

Which, as a colleague of mine said, is an insult to both.  

One of you wrote me an email, saying you were trying to call in and tell the reporter

A thing or two about a thing or two.  

Go get ‘em, I said.

Then next, last week, Karen and I sat down to watch our favorite sitcom, 30 Rock,

And during the show one of the characters is recounting the sordid dating past of his mother,

Ending with what he thought was the worst,

Saying ‘that she was even  known to have dated a few Unitarians.’

Which got me thinking: what’s going on here?  Why the cheap shots all of a sudden?

Do we need to set up a Unitarian Universalist Anti-Defamation League?

And third, more seriously, 

The news this month that our already tiny movement is for the first time

In a long time getting smaller.

Can I share these dismal numbers with us with the caveat

That once we hear them we will feel renewed in the call to invite 

Someone you know to come with you to your church one Sunday,

To share this faith that has been for too long the best-kept secret?

(I see a lot of nodding heads; can I get a ‘yes!’)

Last year our movement, the movement that counts three former U.S. presidents,

That was the leading religious muscle behind such important social movements

As abolition and women’s suffrage,

Behind prison reform and the public school movement and, more recently,

behind the religious affirmation of the gay, lesbian, and transgendered people

and same-sex marriage,

the movement that ordained into it’s ministry people like Ralph Waldo Emerson,

the transcendentalist;

and Olympia Brown, the first woman ordained into any professional ministry,

in 1862,

the movement that literally changed my life, that maybe has changed yours,

declined by 74 to 164,656 adult members across the U.S., Canada,

and our international congregations.  

I’m wondering, maybe you are too: that if small is beautiful, then is tiny terrific?

Well, it might be - if that’s who we were called to be.

It might be - if we were content to be the punch-line of jokes;

If we feel prepared to accept the characterization that we are some kind 

Of watered-down religion.

But I can tell you: I am not prepared; not even close.

I don’t want us to just be a religion of stonecutters

Who say about their work ‘we are just cutting stones;

We’re just a tiny movement; we’re just this, we’re just that.’

And so I want us to dream.  I want us to write cathedral stories.

I want us to answer for the sake of what larger purpose do we exist?

The beauty of our movement is that you will have your own answers; 

these are mine:

In my cathedral story we exist, first and foremost, for the sake of providing spiritual sustenance,

For the sake of providing spiritual nourishment. 

We are not a political action committee, a lecture hall with candles,

A social club, or even one big happy family.

We exist, rather, to serve the spirit, spirit meaning the breath of life

That breathes through you and me and transcends us all.

We come together not to entertain or be entertained,

But to marshal this spirit as we seek to find meaning in the joy and the pain

That touches us all in Life.

In my cathedral story we laugh, we cry, we sing, we dance, we connect with

Someone or something beyond ourselves.

And most of all we go deeper, we ask: Who am I?  Whose am I?

What am I called to serve?

In my cathedral story we exist also for the sake of giving refuge and 

Showing hospitality to the spiritually homeless.

Who are the spiritually homeless?

The spiritually homeless is any person who has thought that a religion

That will not argue with them about God, that will not banish them for who they love,

That will not make them stand in the corner because of their particular convictions

Or doubts 

Is a religion that does not exist.

The spiritually homeless are the refugees from mixed-marriages who want

A faith community they can share;

The spiritually homeless are the people who believe in God but don’t have a 

House for that God; 

The spiritually homeless are atheists who want a community that affirms the sacredness of this

world and this life and don’t know that such a community exists.

In my cathedral we welcome all these people 

and we welcome all homeless I haven’t named – 

The gay, the straight, the alone, the partnered, the agnostic, the ambivalent,

The curious, the seeking, the ones hungering to touch something beyond the

World of things.

We show them hospitality, we offer them sanctuary and refuge

Which means that we do much more than just give them a hearty hello 

And a firm handshake at the front door.

It means also being willing to engage with people who may not be like you,

Who may not share your politics or your particular religious language,

But who do share your hunger, your yearning to go deeper with this faith.

In the cathedral I’m describing hospitality may mean be willing to give up

a little less of what you want

so that someone else can have what they want.

In the cathedral I’m describing there is sacrifice involved,

There is giving up a little the way things have always been

So that we can make way for something – for someone – who is new

And who needs us.

And though there are many other rooms in my cathedral,

The last I want to share is that in my cathedral story

we exist for the sake of serving the needs that are found

both within and outside these four walls.

To put it another way: we are not just a religion of me or we;

We are also a religion in service to the world.

So in my cathedral we are always looking out 

And asking: where do we see injustice?

And then we get up out of our pews

And do our little part to bring about that justice.

And we always asking: where do we see someone or something in need of repair?

And we get up out of our pews and we get to the work of repairing.

And we are always asking: where do we notice a need or hunger?

And we get up out of pews and we get to the work of feeding that hunger.

In my cathedral places like New Orleans and Roxbury and the tougher parts

Of Framingham are our satellite locations.

In my cathedral the homeless families that are coming to stay with us later

Today are new-found brothers and sisters.

In the cathedral I’m describing 

this is why we have clear windows…because

They call us out toward action.

And in the cathedral I’m thinking of this is why we have uncomfortable pews…

because they remind us we are not a sit-down and passive faith,

but a stand up and doing faith.

A final cathedral anecdote for us, one that ties it all in for me:

Once there was a cleric who was giving a guest a tour of some of the grand cathedrals

Of his city when the visitor asked him: ‘Padre, why does no-one build cathedrals today?
And the cleric responded: “When these cathedrals were constructed people held

Convictions, held dreams, they had a mission.  

And now they what they mostly have are opinions.

And opinions do not build great cathedrals.’

Opinions, implies the story, are good enough to cut stones, 

And maybe good enough to build walls.

But in order for us to build cathedrals what we need are convictions,

And convictions come from the knowledge that we are working toward a purpose

That is greater than ourselves.

For the sake of what we do practice this faith?

Do we have this church?  Do we come together, do we sing, 

do welcome new members, do we have budgets, do we dream of renovations,

do we pledge our time and our treasure to all of the above?

These are not just rhetorical sermon questions on a rainy Sunday in May.

These are cathedral-raising questions.

And how we answer depends on what we build.

And for those of you who are new, and for those who are not new,

And who are itching to get to our annual meeting after the service 

To hear what the next steps are for our building campaign,

Let us take comfort from that fact that when it comes to building cathedrals, 

or even renovating old, historic meeting houses, 

the timeline always turns out longer and in need of more resources 

than is ever expected.

So in my cathedral story I am asking that we be blessed 

with a blend of both patience and urgency,

Enthusiasm and prudence, and also even more generosity,

As we cut stones and continue on this journey of building together.

Let us say together, Amen!

