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First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is from a lovely little book that one of you, Barbara Allen,

Gifted to me last year after I gave a sermon

That mentioned the ways all the world’s religions

Teach similar understandings of the Golden Rule to love your neighbors as yourself.

The book is called “Oneness,”

And what makes it special is that it reveals, 

through various selections of Scripture and articulations of faith, 

how every major religion of the world shares some common goals

and some common ideals.

The following is a collection of the various ways some of the major religious movements

Have defined religion, a word and subject that is often so loaded that we can barely

Hear its original meanings.

As you hear these various definitions, listen for the familiar themes between them

And ask yourself how they fit or don’t fit to the ways we see religion being

Practiced today.

From Buddhism:

Wherein does religion consist?  It consist in doing as little harm as possible,

In doing good in abundance, in the practice of love, of compassion,

Of truthfulness and purity, in all walks of life.

From Hinduism:

True religion is to love all things as God loves them, great or small.

From Christianity:

All the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this: Thou shalt love

Thy neighbor as thyself.

From Taoism:

Pity the misfortunes of others; rejoice in the well-being of others;

Help those who are in want; save those in danger;

Rejoice at the success of others; 

and sympathize with their failures,

even as though you were in their place.

From Bahai:

To be a cause of healing to every sick one; a comforter for every sorrowful one;

A pleasant water for the thirsty one;

A heavenly table for every hungry one; a guide for every seeker…

A light for every lamp;

A herald to every yearning for the kingdom of God.

From Islam:

What actions are most excellent?  To gladden the heart of a human being,

To feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful,

And to remove the wrongs of the injured.

And from Unitarian Universalism:

“Religion is a human response to the dual reality of being alive

and having to die.  Unitarianism proclaims that we spring from the same source.

Universalism, that we share a common destiny.

In the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, our Unitarian prophet, preacher and teacher,

‘Religion is to do right.  It is to love, it is to serve,

It is to think, it is to be humble.”

Second Reading

Our second reading this morning is from Ken Collier,

A Unitarian Universalist minister serving one of our 

Congregations in southern California.

Here he is speaking about the place and importance of religious community.

I was drawn to it for the image he offers us near the end of his words.

Let’s listen in:

“We deceive ourselves if we think we can be grasped by life’s meaning, 

or sense of the holy, before we find and are found by our fellow human beings.

There is no sense of the sacredness of life,

No sense of the holiness of sheer existence that does not come first

Through another person.

Human encounter is common: human acceptance is rare.

Religious community is people reaching through all the facades that we

Carefully place around us – people embracing people where they live

And struggle.

The most radical contribution religion can make to human living

Is that it enables people to experience community as starkly as hunger.

When we are most alive, we are in the presence of someone or something

Intensely with us….Nothing is experienced except in relation.

It is participation in a religious community that stabs our consciousness

Into this awareness in the midst of a society that knows nothing about it.

Unitarian Universalists sometimes spend so much time and energy worrying

About and praising the autonomy of the individual

That we forget that individuals standing alone have about as much strength

As a bunch of stones lying around on the ground.

It is only when a person picks up these stones and builds a wall

That they become strong.

And that is how it is with communities.

Alone, we’re not much; together we have power.”

“More Than Stones: A Sermon on Why We Have Church, Anyway”

A confession to begin this first sermon of the year,

My fifth with you:

As these Opening Sundays of the church year drew closer,

As summer wound down,

As I got back into my office here at the church

And thought about our coming year together,

As Laura warmed up the piano and the organ,

As Kate organized the classrooms and prepared the curriculum,

As I dreamt of sermons and adult education classes and new initiatives

I wondered sometimes if all of you would decide to come back.

Maybe the lure of the Sunday NY Times would be too great, I worried.

Maybe all the coaches of the youth soccer teams will schedule games on Sunday mornings,

I said to myself (sometimes for good reason, I might add).

Maybe the weekend’s list of chores won’t get finished, 

Maybe the fall weather will be just too nice to sit in a pew for an hour,

Maybe the sermons and the coffee hour and the community and those little chalice

Chocolates we give to folks on New Member Sunday 

Won’t be enough to draw you back, I fretted.

I’m always talking to us about having faith,

About nurturing and keeping trust,

And maybe this is because I’m the one who needs to hear the message most.

Who would have thought the line “Oh ye of little faith” 

Refers at times to the minister.

So just a word here, to start the year off, of self-admonition for my insecurities

And my doubt;

And a word of gratitude for you.

You came back last Sunday for our Opening Water Communion service,

And what’s even better,

You came back again today.

Permit me this warm, sentimental, but true observation:

There is nothing quite like being up here watching us gather together again

Around our center.

“Individuals standing alone have about as much strength as stones on the ground,”
say Ken Collier.

“But when these stones are picked up and built into a wall there is power.”

I called our sermon this morning ‘More Than Stones’ 

Because looking out at us this is what I see.

I don’t just see your individual faces.  I see what we’re building together.

A wall designed not for separation or division,

but a wall designed for leaning against,

A wall meant for building on.

But first, not to get ahead of myself: Why do we have church, anyway?

This was the question uttered last week by one of my colleagues in ministry

As a few of us tossed around possible workshop ideas for ministers.

“You mean,” said of one of us, “besides giving us a place to find a job?”

Yes, besides that.

It’s a question that hovers near us, you and me,

As we live in a society that seems to always be in a tug-of-war match

Between those on the right who are fundamentalist about their religion

And those on the left who are fundamentalist about their secularism,

Leaving us to wonder sometimes where we belong and what we can say,

We the people of the middle who don’t believe religion is about 

Believing six impossible things before breakfast,

But who aren’t prepared to throw the baby out with the bathwater, either.

This summer my reading list lurched from 

The optimistic pages of “Oneness: Great Principles Shared By All Religions”

That we heard from earlier

To the well-written, but sarcastic and oh-so-subtly titled 

“God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything” by the writer

Christopher Hitchens.

Looking for a little centering and nuance in our own tradition,

A few weeks ago I eagerly opened up the fall issue of our denomination’s quarterly magazine,

“UU World” only to land on exactly the wrong page,

the page on which the lead sentence of the article begins:

“Liberal Theology is in crisis.”

This is why when one of you asked me what I read this summer

I mumbled something and then said “Grisham.”

This is also why this question of Why Church speaks to me

This morning.

We don’t get affirmation from the culture or the bestsellers in our local

Barnes and Noble for who we are as a faith community and why 

We are here together.

It’s counter-cultural for us, in our me, me, me, me, me society, 

Just to be here, I think, trying to be more than stones.

And given that now, in these opening days of the church year,

Each of us in our own way is committing again to being here for and with one another,

It’s a good time to ask and answer why.

Why do we have church, anyway?

Why try to be more than stones?

Why build a wall together  - a wall not for dividing, hopefully, 

But a wall that in the religious sense is designed for mending, 

Repairing, supporting?

I’ve just finished telling us that books were of little help to me this summer,

But experience was.

Exhibit A of why we have church,

Why I thought of all of you and our Unitarian Universalist faith

And felt affirmed in our being here.

It’s July.  The scene is a small lake resort in Southern Illinois, 

deep farm country.

And there I am, in the heat of the afternoon, wearing my robe and

Wiping my brow with my stole as my younger brother stands on my left

And we watch his bride-to-be walk down the isle toward us.

It’s bad enough for her that I’m going to be her brother-in-law, I think.

I’m also the minister who is going to officiate at her wedding.

We’ve traveled from the city to this rural farm town because this is where

My sister-in-law grew up and most of her family still lives.

We are, by my calculation, at least 100 miles in every direction from a 

Unitarian Universalist congregation,

So when I tell her family that I’m a UU minister they look at me with perplexed,

Blank eyes.

“Is that some kind of Baptist?” a friend of the family asks.

These are salt-of-the-earth people, but also, I suspect, very conservative

With their religion and their politics.  We likely wouldn’t agree on much.

But after the service, after the very Unitarian Universalist service in which

The couple and their love for each other was at the center of things and not 

The minister’s preaching or proclaiming or evangelizing,

A number of the family members made a point of telling me how much they appreciated 

The focus I put on the couple and the love between them and not my own religion.

Never mind that what they saw in that service was my religion, was our religion.

Afterwards, in the warm glow of the appreciation,

In the warm glow of watching the bride and groom dance,

I couldn’t help but also think about the wedding I would perform

Later in the summer for the interfaith couple, 

or the one I will perform in a few week’s time for the same-sex couple,

All built on the same religious idea on display that afternoon of extending God’s 

Universal blessing to the love between two people, not because 

Of who they are or who they love, but because of what they have together.

And here’s the point: I couldn’t and can’t do this alone.

Always I think of you and our community, not least when I’m all alone in Southern Illinois.

Always I think of us and how we can encourage

Each other to stand on the side of love when religion these days seems

To stand on anything but.

Why church?  Why be more than stones?

How about strength in numbers.  How about no more lone voices.

How about knowing there are many others around you and, yes,

You can count them as your friends.

Exhibit B of why we have church, a variation on a theme.

It’s early August.  It’s my family’s now traditional escapade (I won’t call it vacation)

Up to North Conway, New Hampshire and StoryLand.

We had no rain in Massachusetts in August, but they did in New Hampshire

And it was concentrated into the three days we were there.

One day as we trudged through town looking for something to do 
we passed a church that had a sign out front announcing its message.

It read: “There are No Tragedies with God.”

Picture now those cartoons where Bugs Bunny or Road Runner is so mad

They have smoke coming out of their ears.

This is me.  Picture now two long-suffering children and wife

Who have to listen to me as I give the sermon on why I find these kinds of messages

So wounding, so wrong.

No tragedies with God?  I wanted to grab the sign by the shoulders and ask:

But what about the families among us who have lost children?

What about the woman who sits in my office and tells me she has been told

She has less than a year to live and what will she do with her children?  What will she do?

This was early August, the lost miners in Utah were still on the front page,

What of them?  

What of the people driving home this summer on that bridge in Minnesota 

who never made it home?

What of all the civilians and soldiers dying in Iraq?

No tragedies with God? I wanted to ask this sign.

“Sign,” I wanted to yell, “God is crying, God is weeping at all this tragedy,

just as we are.”

Why church?  Why be more than stones?  

Friends, here is one of our most important reasons for being together,

Our most important mission for the year:

So that in times of joy we can celebrate with you

And in times of pain or loss or tragedy we can be present for you, 

Because in community no one suffers in silence or alone.

Rabbi Harold Kushner says it so well.  He says “God never promised us that life

Would be fair, but God did promise that we wouldn’t be alone.”


In my theology we, you and I, 

are the sacred instruments that can fulfill this promise.

This is us building a wall around each other.  This is us giving shelter.

A final word now, about church and about why.

Exhibit C.

It comes from one of our own, Marco Kaltofen,

Who in a meeting two weeks ago about becoming

A teaching congregation next year for students preparing for Unitarian Universalist ministry 

Offered a wonderful description of one of our functions.

I had asked the gathered group what they 

Thought we as a congregation have to teach

And in response Marco said:

“That we try to keep all of us, with all of our differences, orbiting around our center.”

And, yes, even out here in the metro-west ‘burbs, there are differences.

We come from a dizzying array of religious backgrounds,

Including even some life-long Unitarian Universalists.  

Some of us don’t worry about money.  Some of us skimp on groceries to pay the rent. 

Some of us want the minister to use more God-language.  

In response, others of us want to run for the hills. 

Some of us are parents.  Some of us wish we were.  Some of us are glad we’re not.

It’s probably accurate to say many of us are liberal in our politics,

But it’s important to remember that not all of us are,

Not all of us have MoveOn.org as our homepage. 

But what do share, I think, is that we all have something to gain from being

Here with each other.  

My colleague Gary Smith has said “that we’re here to learn how

To carry our worth with us, to learn that there is mutuality in the world,

How we have much to learn from each other, how we can breathe together.”

Permission now to pick your favorite metaphor: 

Breathing together.  Orbiting around the center.

Building walls.

What matters is how we’re gathered here to give some life and some shape

To that age-old Unitarian ideal given us

“that we need not think alike to love alike.”
Why church?

Because without it we would be so much less than we could be, than we can be.

This is us building walls of connection between us and among us. 

This is us being more than stones, giving up the myth of self-sufficiency.

This is us orbiting around our center. 

At the end same sermon I quoted above,

Gary Smith tried describe all that his congregation in Concord

Offers.  

In this spirit, here, then, is our charge for the year:

Orbit.  Breathe.  Be more than stones.  

There is much to draw us in this year:

Nurturing new members, nurturing

Long-time members, talk of capital campaigns, space plans,

work trips to New Orleans, small group ministry, becoming a teaching congregation,

Good-As-New-Shop, adult education classes, choir, sermons, lay leadership opportunities,

New social action initiatives, youth group, religious education for our children, 

donations to the Natick Service Council,

Interfaith Hospitality Network, Salvation Army dinners,

Welcoming Congregation, Potlucks, church auction, coffee hour, worship hour.

Stand on the side of love.  Be present for one another in joy and pain, in gifts

And in tragedy.

Build walls.  Orbit around our center.  Be more than stones.

This is why we have church.

Amen. 

