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First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is selected from a sermon that the President of the Unitarian Universalist

Association, Rev. Bill Sinkford, gave at one of our recent General Assemblies.

Bill is in his last year as president,

So it is fitting to hear from him speak about our faith

And the work he sees ahead of us.

Let’s listen in:

“This is not a faith that floats around up in the clouds.

It is found and forged in the places where we ‘live and struggle.’

Perhaps one of those words hits closer to home for you today than the other – 

Live and struggle.

In this room there are folks in many different places in their hearts:

There are those whose spirits are light today,

And those who arrive bearing the sadness of the world.

Some are on the edge of adventure, 

Beaming with energy from a new job, a new loved one,

New understanding, or a new peace while others gaze toward the past,

And wonder where they will find strength for another step.

Some come today for communion. 

This may mean connecting with others through the rituals of worship,

Or it may be found in a simple conversation over coffee.

It doesn’t have to be complex.

And there are others this morning who arrive in need of forgiveness,

And wonder whether anyone could really see them and still invite them in.

To all these seekers who hold out a shared vision, we say: 

“Yes, come on in, and know you are not alone.

We will not judge you for who you are,

Or tell you what we want God to want you to do.

We will join in your celebrations, and help you in holding your sorrows.

We will urge you toward wholeness,

And ask only that you regard the sacred in others as we recognize in you.

Join us, everyone, because we are better together.

God is no remote entity, but abides both within us and between us,

Requiring the honor not of one right creed but of beloved community:

The way our lives speak, as we walk with one another.

And this really is the walking – as in path, as in a spiritual discipline

Which demands each of us to ask: what are we called to do now?

Who has been welcomed?  And who has not?

This is the task I lift up to us: to look at the person next to you,

And the congregation next to yours, and the people outside of the congregation

And ask: who has been welcomed?  Then, we must open our doors.

Second Reading
One of my recent surprise discoveries over the summer

Was the website of a guy named Gordon Atkinson,

Who is, of all things, a Baptist minister in deep Texas.

After reading him for awhile, I think he might also be a Unitarian Universalist.

This is an essay he posted several years ago called “How to Find a Church,”

Which, for those of you taking notes, can be found on his website:

RealLivePreacher.com.

“I keep getting e-mails from people who say, “Your church sounds nice.

I wish I could find one like that.”

Let me guess.  You’re looking for a cool church, filled with authentic folks

Who aren’t judgmental but also have convictions, and are hip and classic in 

Just the right mixture.  A church where people forgive each other,

Love children and worship in meaningful ways.

A church with a swingin’ preacher who tells great stories,

Is a wonderful inspiration – and knows how to have fun, too.

A church that transcends weak categories like liberal or conservative.

A church where the hunger for truth is honored, and people can still

Disagree but still love each other and share a plate of tacos.

A church where people are committed to a religious life  - 

And it shows in the fabulous and creative ways they love the world.

That what you’re looking for?

I got ya, I understand.

Here are some tips to help you in your search:

1) You won’t find that church.

2) Open the yellow pages.  Tear out the entire church section and burn it.  Offer prayers
For your journey while yourself at the fire.  Dance if that’s your thing.

3) Surely I don’t need to say anything about churches that have billboards and commercials

Featuring preachers with $200 haircuts.

4) Dedicate yourself to this quest.

5) Let’s talk about my first tip again.  As I said, you won’t find the church you’re looking for.  Go ahead and grieve.  You’ll have to make do with a silly bunch of dreamers and children, prone to mistakes, blunders and misjudgments.
6) Find some people you can hang with – people you can trust.  Be patient.  You’ll change them and they’ll change you.  You’ll meet somewhere in the middle.
7) Relax.  It’s all good.  This journey might teach you something.  If you don’t find what you’re looking for, you might pick up some friends along the way and start your own place.  All you need is coffee, some form of scripture, and a couple kindred spirits.
8) Don’t skimp on the coffee.  Get the good stuff.
“Stepping into Church: A Sermon on Thresholds”

This is a sermon dedicated to us on the threshold of another church year,

We who have come back to church after a time away,

Those of us – and I expect this is all of us at some point in our lives – 

Who have decided to come back and be in religious community again 
after a hiatus,

Be it a summer off, or a year or two,

Or perhaps that interval in college when you thought all religion was bunk,

Or that journey you took away from your religious home, that eventually

Left you with weekends free to attend the Church of the New York Times,

Which is a nice church, but solitary and often depressing,

Leaving you wanting more, if not for yourself, then for your kids if you have any,

So that they will know something larger than themselves,

And by larger I don’t just mean a coffee hour where they get lost in a sea of people.

I mean larger in the sense of transcendence, in mixing them up and us, too,

with causes and purposes and principles and a sense of the Spirit 

that we can’t fully glimpse by ourselves,

no matter how hard we try.

Do you remember looking for a church?

Do you remember the moment, the reason, the need, the hunger,

That caused you one morning to get out of bed and step across

The threshold?

Have you thought about why you stepped through our door today?

I found myself thinking about these questions this summer

During one of these once-in-a-lifetime vacations that, near the end,

Had Karen and I walking children-free through the streets of Paris, 

or Pari’ as I learned to say, badly.

One day we stood in line for what seemed like hours at the threshold

Of the famed Notre Dame - 

Never mind that going to see churches and cathedrals while on vacation

Is, for me, a little like checking back in at the office – 

And as I stood there in the threshold with all the carved saints surrounding

Me and the hundreds of other people in line,

Many of us waiting and expectant, others of us looking intimidated,

The teenagers looking mostly bored, the smaller children fidgety, 

All of us bound up together on the threshold with our range of feelings,

I found myself connecting back to us and thinking

About the range of things that we bring to our threshold here in Sherborn:

Anticipation, doubt, hope, worry, energy, resistance, faith.

It’s an election year, so let us also add blood-pressure rising;

After 20 months of rhetoric let us add the word ‘weary.’

I like to think our church is casual, casual as in wear what you want

And come as you are,

But let us not be fooled into thinking that we step back into church

Not touching our deep places.

Each of us has a story and this morning we carried that story with us

Across the threshold into these walls.

Some of us are thriving.  Some of us are struggling.  Others of us are searching.

We come together from our different places to share this faith

That, as Bill Sinkford says in our first reading,

“Is forged and found in the places where we ‘live and struggle.’”

Ours is not a faith that floats around up in the clouds, he says,

Meaning it is grounded instead in where are, in what we experience,

in the things we feel, 

in the stories we bring us with us as we step back into church this year.

What story have you brought?

What is alive for you?  What is a struggle?

What questions are you asking from your deep places, beneath the casualness,

Beneath the busyness?

As I reflected on these questions myself,

I noticed a strong instinct in me to start off with something upbeat.

Start and end with hope, is what my preaching professors always said.

The problem is that I still can’t shake the story I read about

At the end of July while standing with my family in line at London 
Heathrow’s airport,

The story I wrote about in our first newsletter this fall because it still feels so close

That told how on July 27th a man had walked into our Unitarian Universalist congregation in Knoxville, Tennessee during a worship service and 
opened fire with a gun.

Two people were killed and six were injured

By this man who, reports say, targeted the church

Because of its justice work in the community,

Including its welcome to gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people.

Standing there in the security line in my socks reading this headline,

Unable to respond with anything more than prayers,

It occurred to me that never before have I felt quite as powerless 

as a minister to this faith as I did then,

Wanting and wishing I could do more.

I carry this story with me to our threshold this year for many reasons,

Not least because as someone who is charged with keeping and holding

Sacred space where all are welcome,

The notion that violence shattered lives gathered in peaceful worship

Is almost too much to bear.

The attack was meant to hurt, and it did.

Beyond the struggle, though, I bring to our threshold this story’s inspiration.

Two Sundays after the attack the congregation was back together in that

Same worship space for a service of rededication meant to help them reclaim

Some of the peace that was broken.

They sang together the hymn we will sing here at the end, 

“Come, Come, Whoever You Are” that ends with the lines 

“Ours is no caravan of despair, come, yet again, come.”

And if that act doesn’t make you feel hopeful about our movement,

Or speak to you about the power of spiritual strength in the midst of tragedy

I don’t know what will.

What else do we bring to the threshold?

Remember before I said blood pressure rising?

Remember before I said weary?

Aren’t we all being affected one way or another by this season

We’re in now that seems to trump all other seasons, the season

Of Presidential Elections?

One of you cut out and gave to me a cartoon from 

The New Yorker that seemed to say it all: it showed

A doctor with chart in hand talking to a patient,

Telling them: “your prognosis is tied to the outcome of the election.”

I am going to spend a couple upcoming sermons talking in particular

About the intersection of politics and religion this year,

So I want to save us for this theme as much as I can,

But suffice it say that all of us – news junkies and hermits from CNN alike – 

Are being touched by politics this year.

And this because so much is at stake.  

Both tickets are history making in terms of gender and race.

The rhetoric is alternatively soaring and souring. 

How else to explain how the line “lipstick on a pig” 

led the news-cycles for three straight days this week?

We bring politics to the threshold of our spiritual home this year because

Debates about war and peace, about how to care for the earth,

About how best to respond to people who are hurting, 

About taxes and income distribution and caring for the least of these

Are not just political conversations; they are religious as well.

We say our religion, our faith, is not just floating up in the clouds,

Not just about prayers and nifty proofs for or against God,

And what we mean is that it is grounded in how we live and struggle.

We elect politicians to help us respond to our lives and struggles.  

We come to church because we live and struggle and we want to 

Join in faith with others who are living and struggling, too.

So we gather at our threshold this year carrying this election season,

Because what happens in November matters to us and for us.

It’s not all heavy, though.  We’re not only coming through our threshold

Carrying the weight of the world…are we?  We needn’t be.

From here on out let me speak of anticipation, of joy, 

of things we can look forward to 

As we walk through our doors this year, 

whether you are in your 40th year as a member,

or a brand-new visitor who has dedicated yourself to finding a church.

On the threshold I see first the open arms of our Unitarian Universalist faith;

I see the fulfillment of our promise to be the church 

Where you can bring to worship more questions than answers,

Where we won’t tell you what God wants you to do, 

Where we need not think alike to love alike,

Where we come across our threshold with different backgrounds and 

Different stories in search of a faith that will meet us where we are,

And then urge us toward somewhere new.

“Is this a real church?” so many of you who are new to this faith ask me.

“You better believe it!”  I say back.  “We just do church a little differently.”

On the threshold I also see spiritual companionship,

I see community, I see strength in numbers.

We may not know everyone’s name, we may not be like Cheers,
But as Sinkford says, 
we can expect that we will urge each other toward wholeness,

Towards healing.

On the threshold I see of joining in each other’s celebrations.

I see us ready to hold each other in our sorrows.

I see us gathered together in worship.  I see us in covenant groups.

I see us in Bible classes and Intro to Unitarian Universalism classes

And Monday Art Nights and sitting with the Buddhism group

And at potlucks and down in coffee hour where, yes,

We have bought the ‘good stuff.’

On the threshold I also see deeds, not creeds this year.

I see November and April work trips down south to help with hurricane recovery.

I see us welcoming homeless families to our space

During the week of Thanksgiving, 

when the word gratitude, I know,

will take on new meaning.

I see workdays for Housing for All, the first coming up on Saturday, Sept.27th,

When we get to help needy families in our own towns help repair their homes.

I see lobby days down at the statehouse for the homeless.

I see increased donations to the Natick and Holliston food pantries.

I see any help we can give to families struggling to pay for heating oil this winter.

I’m on the threshold and I see faith in action, 

I see us rolling up our sleeves 

To go along with us nurturing our spirits.

I’m on the threshold of our church and I see that I will easily miss mentioning 

all that we have to anticipate this year: Child dedications, Coming of Age,

Music Sundays, New members, Space Planning, Capital Campaign,

Possible new construction.

But my message is not about standing on the threshold 

And overwhelming you or dazzling you with a comprehensive list.

My message this morning is simply to come and join us,

Whoever you are, whatever your story, 

whether you are thriving or struggling, 

well our wounded,

healed or hurting,

wealthy or poor,

hungry or nourished,

come and join us, everyone, 

because the doors are open, we have opened the doors, 

and we are, indeed, better together.  
Welcome back to church.
Amen.

