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Sunday Morning
September 11, 2011
10:30 a.m.

RINGING OF THE BELLS

WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS James Kirk
Secretary
PRELUDE “Skye Boat Song”

Arr. Laurence Perkins

LIGHTING OF THE CHALICE Elisa Dickon
Worship Associate

In the light of truth and in the warmth of love,
We gather to seek, to sustain, and to share

OPENING WORDS Cyndi Simpson, Minister

“Gathered Here”
(please sing three times)

*HYMN #: 389

TIME FOR ALL AGES “14 Cows for America”

SONG OF DEPARTURE HYMN #: 413 “Go Now in Peace”
(Children leave for Sunday school classes)

A TIME OF MEDITATION
The Book of Life
Meditation
Silence

ANTHEM: “THU SAU (Sad Autumn)”
Arr. Barton Cummings

SERMON “"Coming Home”
Cyndi Simpson, Minister

WATER COMMUNION

OFFERTORY “Londonderry Air”
Arr. Trevor Cramer

*HYMN #113: “Where Is Our Holy Church?”

*BENEDICTION:

POSTLUDE: “Sweet Rain”

Bill Douglas

*Please rise in body or spirit.

Thank you to Karen Smith, our musician today.

Our Worship Associate today is Elisa Dickon

Welcome to the Unitarian Church of Norfolk. We welcome
all without regard to gender, national origin, previous
religious affiliation, race, class or sexual orientation. You
are invited to join us for a social hour afterwards. We
hope you enjoy your visit.

NEXT SUNDAY'’S SERVICE

“Radical Hospitality”
Cyndi Simpson, Minister



“Coming Home”

Unitarian Church of Norfolk, September 11, 2011

| begin this morning with a story from the Sufi tradition, a story titled “Thirty Birds.”

Once upon a time a community of birds held a conference. They were not a large community — just 30
birds. They were called together by a messenger, a hoopoe bird, who had been sent to them by the great bird-
god — the Simurgh. The hoopoe told the 30 birds that the Simurgh had sent him to summon them to live with
the god Simurgh in his legendary home far away atop the mountain of Qaf. Qaf is the mountain that circles the
entire known world.

At first the birds weren’t particularly keen on the idea of this dangerous-sounding quest. They tried to
make excuses — a previous engagement here, some urgent business there. But as they spoke with the hoopoe,
they became excited about the idea of joining God in God’s own home. The idea that they had been invited to
live in the Divine Presence started in them a seed of pride and joy.

Leaving their present home, crossing the frontier of their land, stepping across the border. They came
to see these acts as religious acts and their journey as a divine requirement. They became motivated and
driven by love. Love drove these birds. The love of what was beyond them, a love of the greater Universe, a
love of the Spirit of Life, a love of the Simurgh - their God, a love of greater avian possibility.

And so they left, in company with the hoopoe, who occasionally gave them a bit of advice, or a story, or
a hint about their pilgrimage. But who didn’t really lead them. Mostly they had to find their own way.

And on that way, there were many obstacles to overcome. Dreadful mountains, fearsome chasms and
abysses. They had to contend with allegories and metaphors. As with all quests, they were confronted often
by terrifying guardians of territory. An ogre here, a dragon there. So far, and no farther will you go, the
guardians commanded.

But the birds, as with all voyagers, refused the others’ definition of the boundary. Again and again, they
had to transgress the limits of what their fear told them. They learned that the defeat of the guardians was an
opening in their selves. They experienced their progress as an increase in what it was possible for them to be.

That’s how it was on the journey of the Thirty Birds. At the end of the voyage, after all their vicissitudes
and overcomings, they reached the summit of the mountain of Qaf. What they discovered there is that they
were alone. The Simurgh wasn’t there. After all they had endured, this was a displeasing discovery.

They made their feelings known to the hoopoe that had gotten the whole thing going. The hoopoe
explained to them that the name of the god that called them on their journey, the Simurgh, the name actually
had a specific meaning. The name, the hoopoe told them, broke down into two parts. “Si”, meaning “thirty, ”
and “murgh,” meaning “birds.” By crossing those frontiers, conquering the terrors and reaching the home of
their god, they themselves were now what they were looking for. They had become the god they sought.
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“Coming Home”

This morning, we are “coming home” in several ways.....we are sharing our water from places of
significance to us where we spent time this summer. We are returning for the beginning of a new church year,
with a new minister and new elected church leadership. And for me, this morning also represents a
homecoming. It is my hope that the Unitarian Church of Norfolk and Norfolk itself will be my home for some
years to come. And, as a native of Virginia, | am returning to my home place after many years away. | am
joyous about being here and serving as your minister, in this, what is now my home.

| want you to know that | chose gladly to come here and worked hard to do so. | started nagging
Annette Marquis, our District Executive, last fall about coming here. This spring, | spoke to Keith Kron, head of
the ministry settlement office in Boston, at length about serving this church. The more | learned from the
leaders | spoke with here and the more | talked with your wonderful interim ministers John Manwell and
Phyllis Hubbell, the more intrigued | was.

“Why,” you ask? And some of you have asked that very question when I've met with you over the last
weeks. There are quite a few reasons. One has to do with your recent history of ministry. As some of you might
remember, | preached here in January of 2005, when Danny Reed was your settled minister. | received a very
warm welcome that day, the services were well-organized and | was well-supported as guest minister. | had
some good conversations at coffee hour and when | went out to lunch at Azar’s with some folks afterwards.

Last fall, when | was looking at the list of churches that might be needing ministry of some type, | saw
UCN listed and | got in touch with Annette Marquis. She shared with me a bit of your recent history and | read
more about your wishes and desires for ministry on your website. My overwhelming thought was: “This is a
good church community and some very good people.” | felt a strong sense of compassion and interest about
you and your future as a Unitarian Universalist community.

And | believed that you were and are a loving and capable community. This was very much confirmed
when | spoke with John and Phyllis. | asked them if they loved you — and they said yes, you are a very loveable
community. And that has been my experience over these first few weeks. So, | saw a healthy challenge here for
me as a new minister and for you as a church community.

As you might know from reading my letter to you that | wrote before | came, my passion in ministry is
about building the Beloved Community. For me, that means the community of loving support and challenge
that grows us together towards what is best and highest for ourselves, our congregation and the world. So
much is part of Beloved Community — how we treat one another and ourselves, how we are organized and
function as religious community, the power of our worship to transform, how we share our faith in the wider
world and the effectiveness of our work for justice. My vision for ministry is of a powerful partnership devoted
to building Beloved Community within and beyond these church walls.

As we celebrate part of our homecoming today, | want to share a few ideas about home that | think
might be intriguing in regard to this Unitarian Universalist Beloved Community.

Robert Frost said: “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.”
| think Maya Angelou was on the same path when she said:
“The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.”



“Coming Home”

In the Beloved Community that is our home, Frost and Angelou both speak to the need for acceptance
in community as we are, as our whole selves, with no parts of ourselves left out. We should not be questioned
in the dignity and worth of our selfhood here. | hope we will all be willing to be present fully with each other as
we are, in any moment.

But that does not mean we will not be challenged here. Benjamin Franklin was tuning into this idea
when he said: “A house is not a home unless it contains food and fire for the mind as well as the body.” In this
church, we will be questioned and challenged spiritually, mentally, emotionally and sometimes physically! The
guestioning and challenge is all about our growth. Our church home is a place where we are challenged to
grow individually and together in every way that we can.

Our Unitarian Universalist Third Principle captures both of these ideas: ”We covenant to affirm and
promote: Acceptance of one another AND encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations.” That was
an “AND” in there — not an "or". It isn’t that we accept one another OR we encourage each other to growth.
We are called to do both here.

And then, there is what the people in our religious home think of us. We hope they accept us as we are
while challenging us in the ways we need to be. But what about how we think and feel about each other?

Elvis Presley voiced his concern for this question when he said: “More than anything else, | want the
folks back at home to think right of me.” He may well have been expressing a hope that he was loved. | think
he was also expressing a sense that at home, he hoped that people thought he was a good person who did
good things.

This speaks to our church home as a place where we do strive to be better and also at the same time,
we strive to make the world around us better, too. We can think and feel right about each other when we work
together to develop ourselves ethically and seek justice, equity and compassion for all beings, systems and
structures.

The last quote about home is from Hermann Hesse. He said: “One never reaches home, but wherever
friendly paths intersect the whole world looks like home for a time.” Hesse raises the possibility that home is
an unattainable end, a place never reached on our journeys. Yet at the same time, everything around us can
feel like home when we meet each other in friendship and love.

| do believe that the Beloved Community of love, challenge and change is possible. It won’t be perfectly
home, perfectly beloved or perfectly community. It will always be a shifting work in progress, which | hope at
times will rise to the best heights imaginable of Beloved Community.

| am excited about the energy and momentum that exist here. There is your future to be determined —
your own and unique future as Unitarian Universalists in the Hampton Roads area. What will that future mean
and what will it look like and who are you becoming? Seeking answers to those questions with you is sure to
be a rich journey for all of us.

My hope and my prayer for us as a community is that, like the Thirty Birds, we will travel far and well to
our sacred home. By carrying it with us all along. Welcome Home!
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“Radical Hospitality”
Unitarian Church of Norfolk, September 18, 2011

At the end of my first year at seminary, | was hired by my church to be the Summer Worship Coordinator. My
main task was to engage a preacher or a speaker for each Sunday.

| also had a variety of other duties, all in the interest of making sure that the service went as smoothly as
possible. | was the only staff person present and there was no minister to consult, as we were between
ministers. My memory is that every single Sunday that summer, something went goofy. Either the sound
system or the lights or the air conditioning or a lack of ushers or something.

One Sunday morning before the service, | was going as usual from task to task. The crisis of the day was that
the person giving the sermon decided when he arrived that he didn’t want to speak from the pulpit, but from
down on the floor. So | and some helpful people were trying to get a live mike and stand where he wanted
them.

| left them to it and headed out the front door to place the pedestrian safety cones in the street crossing. As |
was leaving, | met a young woman coming in. She asked if she could come in and use the bathroom. “Of
course,” | said, and showed her where it was. And my heart sank. My instincts were that there was a good
chance she was going to stay and ask for some type of help. That morning, | thought | had no time or room to
spare for one more thing.

| came back from the street and went into the bathroom myself to wash my hands. The young woman was
there and was completing a freshening of her face, arms, hands and hair. “How are you this morning?” |
asked. She did not reply, but asked me if there was a service today. | said that was and invited her to join us.
She nodded, but did not speak. | left to continue my work.

When | came back to the lobby again, Jill, our Director of Religious Education, asked me if | knew any service
that provided free transportation. She gestured to the young woman, now sitting in the lobby. Jill had been
speaking to her and found out that she did need something.

So, | went to speak to the woman myself. | asked her what she needed. She said she needed to get to
Mountville, a small town about 8 miles west of our city. She made it clear that her need to get to Mountville
was not something just for the day, but something permanent. It was where she was going to live. She needed
money for a taxi to get there.

| was frustrated with the situation. | was frustrated because | had no idea what resources might be available
to help her. | was frustrated because | had no idea if our church had a policy about what to do in this situation
or what that policy might be. | was frustrated because | had a whole lot of other things to do for which | was
responsible and a limited amount of time to do them.

| also worried she might become demanding or intrusive in a way that would be disturbing to people and that |
would be held responsible. | was worried that she might be under the control of someone who was using her
to get money. | was frustrated because | live in a society where all people are not guaranteed the basics of life
and are driven to beg for help from strangers.



“Radical Hospitality”

| asked her how much money she needed and she told me and | left to get it. | contributed some and got the
rest from two other people. | returned and gave her the money. She thanked me and left.

Throughout our interaction, | was respectful and honest, but | did not show lovingkindness. | did not make a
negative judgment, but | did not show mercy. | did not sit beside her. | showed no interest in the tangents she
took in her story. For me, that morning, she was a problem to be solved. | did not tell her my name. | did not
ask hers.

| haven’t told you this story to receive your reassurance or your judgment. No. | offer this story to let you
know that when | make suggestions to regarding the importance and practice of Radical Hospitality, | am
speaking to myself first.

What is Radical Hospitality? Looking at the root of the words is helpful. “Radical” means two quite different
things. “Radical” can mean something that departs greatly from the usual or customary — something extreme.
But its primary meaning is of something that arises from or goes to the root or source. Something basic and
foundational. Both meanings apply, because Radical Hospitality is a type of hospitality that departs greatly
from what is usual, yet in its practice, gets at what is truly most basic to the concept of hospitality.

What, then, is “hospitality”? The word conjures up images both of international hotel chains and also what
we might offer graciously to guests in our own homes. This sounds commercial on one hand and cozy on the
other — neither of which seems very world-changing or revolutionary.

The concept of “Radical Hospitality” has been developed among modern Benedictines, who are a Roman
Catholic order of monks and nuns. Back in the 5" century CE, an Italian priest named Benedict envisioned a
monastic community where people would develop a way of living that would bring them closer to the Divine.
This would happen through study, manual labor and attempts to behave, as much as possible, according to
the Divine Image. To this end, Benedict wrote The Rule of Benedict, which still governs Benedictine
communities 1500 years later. It is a short document that can be read in less than an hour.

The Rule sets out how the monasteries are to be managed in all particulars and what is expected of the monks
or nuns and their leaders. It is an amazing document of tremendous insight into human nature, leadership
and community. Yet it remains uncomplicated and compassionate. For the last 1500 years, Benedictine
communities have interpreted The Rule for their own times and places. At the core of The Rule and at the core
of Benedictine life and practice is hospitality.

Here are some selections from the Rule:

“All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ, for he himself will say: ‘I was a stranger and
you welcomed me.””

“Once a guest has been announced, the superior and the community are to meet the guest with all the
courtesy of love.”



“Radical Hospitality”

“Great care and concern are to be shown in receiving poor people and pilgrims, because in them most
particularly Christ is received.”

Benedictine monks and nuns were and are to offer an open heart, a stance of availability, and a recognition of
the Divine in every single person they meet.

A few years ago, an American Benedictine monk, Father Dan Homan, and a Roman Catholic laywoman, Lonni
Pratt, developed the concept of Radical Hospitality from The Rule of Benedict.

Radical Hospitality can be understood as a practice, a spiritual practice of hospitality that requires receiving as
well as giving. With Radical Hospitality, the most critical offering to the other person is your own humanity.
As well, what is offered is a willingness to receive, respect and affirm the full humanity of the other person, in
love and compassion.

It is possible to serve meals in a shelter for the homeless, to rally for human rights, to read stories to children
in a public library — or to collect money to help a woman get to Mountville —and never let the other into your
heart.

Henry David Thoreau, writing in Walden, captured this perfectly: “Nowadays the host does not admit you to
his hearth, but has got the mason to build one for you somewhere in his alley, and hospitality is the art of
keeping you at the greatest distance.”

Or, as contemporary author Lisa Earle Macleod writes: ”You can selflessly spend hours scooping soup for the
poor, but until you learn to be fully present and experience the grace while you're ladling, there won't be a big
serving of joy waiting for you at the bottom of the pot.”

What is the fear of this giving and receiving of self? And what is the opportunity?

The most immediate fear is the fear of vulnerability. And the risk is real. It is a dangerous world, there’s no
doubt of it. Letting in the stranger, or even a member of our own community, is scary. We risk hurt —
emotional, mental, and even physical.

But the greatest risk, and it’s also the opportunity, is that of change, of transformation. If | let a person who is
very different from me into my heart, if | acknowledge that person as fully human, even for a few minutes, |
might have to change my mind about them, | might have to change my heart, | might have to change my way
of being.

Benedictine Father Dan Homan writes:

“Radical hospitality prevents us from living either desperately or indifferently. Hospitality requires not grand
gestures, but open hearts. When | let someone into my heart, | let a new possibility approach me. When |
reach past my own ideas, | begin to stretch myself open to the world, and this opening of my heart could
change everything. That’s pretty frightening stuff. You can’t ever be the same if you start doing that kind of
thing”.



“Radical Hospitality”

He continues: “Hospitality is a personal response to your own need to connect with other people. This need is
at the core of what it means to be human. Your entire humanity, your identity itself is wrapped up in your
need to connect. The real question is not how dangerous that stranger is. The real question is how dangerous
will | become if | don’t learn to be more open?” end quote

This fear of change and personal transformation was well illustrated to me at a church | attended a few years
ago. | was at a weekend-long anti-racism workshop as part of our process of searching for a new minister.
Together, we were learning and speaking of the types of religious experience that we might open ourselves to
if people of a greater variety of ethnicities and cultures began to come to our church.

One woman said: “If becoming more welcoming to African-Americans means being more welcoming to
Christianity, then | don’t want to become more welcoming to African-Americans.”

Reflect for a moment on what truly was being said. She was not expressing resistance to change regarding
ethnicity so much as to change regarding belief and religious practice. For her, our church was a place where
she felt safe from the religion she had experienced as wounding. She did not feel able, at that moment, to
open herself up to new possibilities regarding religious expression, even if it meant being seen as racist.
[pause] That’s a pretty powerful fear.

Thus, the practice of love and compassion that comes through Radical Hospitality is not merely a personal
kindliness that costs little. To truly enter into the spirit of another, to see that humanity as the same as mine,
to give of who | am as a person and be willing to be changed in my way of being...that is not easy.

What does it take, and what does it look like? Radical hospitality is a spiritual practice and a spiritual discipline
of encountering others. It requires skills and attitudes that most of us have already. The most important part
of Radical Hospitality as | understand it, is being fully present with the other person. This is done by listening,
listening with full attention, listening much more than speaking.

You know that kind of listening where you just waiting until the other person finishes so you can say what you
wish to say? NOT that kind of listening!

Radical Hospitality is also an act of courage. It is courage that takes us past thinking and talking about the idea
of radical hospitality to the doing of it. Courage resides in the will and the power to choose. It is courage that
moves us past the fears that can paralyze — fears of change, fears of inadequacy, fears of messing it up.

One more component critical to the practice of Radical Hospitality is that of the community itself. | can engage
fully and openly with others one person at a time. But the power of human encounter is greatly multiplied
when it is working within community. The Benedictines know that well — for them the art of hospitality cannot
exist without the entire community.

And it’s not just the multiplier effect. It’s also great to have our community around when as individuals we
may not be up to the hospitality task. Although most of us are in good enough emotional shape that others
usually don’t flee from us on a daily basis. There is no doubt that we can each be difficult and contrary
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sometimes. How wonderful it is, then, at those times, that we can step back a bit and care for ourselves and
let someone else in our community step forward in hospitality and love.

As Unitarian Universalists, we have a special heritage and commitment regarding community as the soul of
hospitality. Both the Unitarians and the Universalists stood for broad acceptance, full inclusion and communal
salvation. It is no coincidence that the most common church name among us is that of “All Souls.”

As former UUA President William Schulz said: “We affirm that every one of us is held in Creation’s hand —a
part of the interdependent cosmic web — and hence strangers need not be enemies.”

The practice of Radical Hospitality fully engages what is meant by “affirming and promoting the worth and
dignity of every person,” as we are called to do by our First Principle. Radical Hospitality is what our First
Principle looks like on the ground of our encounters with others. Thus, Radical Hospitality begins with
listening, courage and community.

And it’s not just for strangers and visitors. We also need desperately to extend Radical Hospitality to ourselves
and to each other in this Beloved Community. Here, with us, is the place to begin this spiritual practice. In so
many ways, we are still strangers to one another — that is the human condition. Radical Hospitality can
strengthen our bonds to one another.

| also want to point out what is NOT required for Radical Hospitality. First, there is nothing in the practice that
requires the acceptance of abuse or unkind treatment or disrespect from someone else in the name of
hospitality.

Second, the call to Radical Hospitality — the giving and receiving of full humanity —is not about sharing more
than you choose. We do not have to share more about ourselves than is comfortable for us or for the other
person. The sharing of self that occurs through Radical Hospitality is not about personal information, but
connection, of genuine presence for the other.

Both of these issues are about boundaries. Good personal and community boundaries are essential for the
practice of Radical Hospitality. Boundaries help to create the safety for oneself and the other that allows a
deeper connection to be made.

| don’t know what would have happened that summer morning if | had treated the woman who wanted to go
to Mountville as a complete human being. | don’t know what would have happened if | had opened my heart
to her. | will never know. What | am grateful for is that we always have another opportunity, sometime,
somewhere, to extend ourselves in love and care to others. To receive them into our hearts, to be fully
present with them, even if only for that one minute of conversation.

Radical hospitality is the practice embodied by these few lines of a poem by American poet Galway Kinnell:

The bud

stands for all things, even for those things that don’t flower,

for everything flowers, from within, of self-blessing;

Though sometimes it is necessary to re-teach a thing its loveliness,
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“Radical Hospitality”
to put a hand on its brow, the flower,
and retell it in words and in touch it is lovely,

until it flowers again, from within, of self-blessing.

By the deep sharing and receiving of self that is Radical Hospitality, we encourage others and ourselves to
flower, over and over again, in blessing and love.

So may we live, in this, our Beloved Community.



“Salvation”
Unitarian Church of Norfolk, October 9, 2011

A Christian woman dies and goes to heaven. St. Peter meets her at the gate and after welcoming her, offers
her a tour of heaven. As they walk around, St. Peter is quick to point out the wonderful places of worship that
fill the Eternal City. “Here,” he says, “is the great Cathedral for the Roman Catholics. And over there is the
beautiful church of the Presbyterians. And that is the magnificent Temple of the Jews, across from the
mosque of the Muslims.”

“Oh,” said the woman, “Are there Jews and Muslims in heaven?” “Of course,” said St. Peter. “All of Creation
is here. Hindus, Buddhists, Jews, Witches, Christians, animists, atheists, everyone. All people, of all places,
times, faiths and philosophies. No exceptions. And every faith, sect and group has its own meeting place or
house of worship. Not to mention all the animals! They’re here, too!”

After they had been touring a while, they walked past a small forest with a clearing in it where a group of
people was sitting on logs in a circle, drinking something out of mugs and talking excitedly all at once. “My
goodness, who are THEY?” asked the woman. “Oh, those are the Unitarian Universalists,” said St. Peter. “They
haven’t built a building yet. They’re too busy arguing over whether or not they’re really here.”
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As | said earlier, today’s sermon is the first in a three-part series on “Salvation,” “Sin,” and “Prayer.” These
often have been concepts with which Unitarian Universalists struggle.

The question | pose today regarding “salvation”: “Is there anything in the concept of ‘salvation’ that is of
worth for Unitarian Universalists?” By ‘worth,” | mean helpful to our spiritual formation, in our moral and
ethical development and/or in providing guidance and support for life decisions. Anything helpful there at all?

To address this question, I’'m going to come at it in several ways. I’'m going to share my own journey towards
an understanding of the concept of salvation. I’'m also going to discuss how the notion of salvation has been
understood historically by Unitarians and Universalists. And, I’'m going to unpack the meaning of the word
itself. And this will all be in service of my suggestion to you that salvation is a concept that has worth for
modern Unitarian Universalists. Indeed, | say that developing a personal concept of salvation is necessary for
us as human beings.
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As a child | was sent, by my outspokenly agnostic father and my non-religious mother, to the church across the
street, to be, as they said, ‘exposed’ to religion. | think it’s interesting that we can speak of exposing children
to religion as we do of exposing them to chickenpox or measles! Perhaps some of us, including my parents,
desired the same inoculation effect! In my case, | know that my parents’ intentions were sincere and of the
best; they thought this was necessary for me.

That church across the street happened to be Presbyterian and | had many wonderful spiritual experiences
there, mostly as a member of their excellent choirs. But | always knew, even as a child, that | did not believe
what the others there believed about much of anything theological, including and especially, salvation.
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Now, the education on salvation that | received at that church was education for children received by a child,
and I’'m sure that contributed to my lack of understanding. And, of course, | was hearing about salvation from
only one of many Christian perspectives. My memory is that | was told Jesus Christ suffered and died for our
sins so that we could be saved from them and have eternal life. And without belief in Jesus as our savior from
sin, we would be condemned to a life after death of eternal pain and suffering, in Hell.

It was clear to me that with salvation | was being saved from something and for something else, but | was not
clear on exactly what and how, let alone why. It was also obvious to me that | could believe in the possibility
of an eternal non-tormented life without believing in Jesus as the only means.

| did not see how | could believe something so specific and so limiting when it was obvious that there were
many other ways to believe. Even by the age of 8 or 9, | had met other people who did not believe what [ was
being taught — people whom | loved and respected.

| want to be very clear in speaking of my religious journey that | am assuming no position of personal
superiority in relationship to Christianity. Christianity is a great and true religion and | think that we UUs can
learn a lot from contemporary progressive Christianity. About social justice issues, for example.

One of the reasons | chose deliberately to attend a Christian seminary is because | knew | needed to gain a
greater understanding of Christian history, theology and doctrine. That was in part to know better our
heritage as Unitarian Universalists - as for most of our history we have been Christians. And many of us remain
so today.

So, in my rejection of what | heard at that Presbyterian church, | believed from a young age that membership
in a Christian church was not a religious path for me. | have been committed to our religious tradition for 37
years. But, | did still wonder sometimes about the concept of salvation and its worth.

| also thought that the Christian view of salvation, as | understood it, was the only one out there — owned, as it
were, by Christians. Ultimately, | decided | didn’t need salvation — whatever it was! — that it was an irrelevant
and meaningless concept for me and probably for most Unitarian Universalists.

Now, | want to move forward some thirty years from the Presbyterian church of my childhood, to 1996. | was
then a member of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Lubbock, Texas. We were a small church, never
exceeding 100 members and struggling to maintain at that level, let alone grow.

Lubbock is a city of over 200,000 people. To me, it should have been able to support and develop at least one
good-sized UU church. | thought this to be especially true as west Texas is one of the most socially, politically
and religiously conservative areas in the United States.

When people in Norfolk complain about its conservatism, | would say that Hampton Roads is Sodom and
Gomorrah on the Chesapeake Bay compared to Lubbock, Texas! So | believed that in Lubbock, we should have
had those folks who were very turned off to the local brand of religion flocking to us in droves. After all, it is
no coincidence that two of our faith’s biggest churches are in Salt Lake City, Utah and Tulsa, Oklahoma.
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| decided in the summer of 1996 to attend our Mountain Desert District Leadership School. One day before |
went, | was at my church and in conversation with another member about our struggles to grow. “You know
what our problem is,” | said with some degree of bitterness, “we don’t offer salvation”.

| have never forgotten this, because it was at Leadership School that | had to swallow those words. At
Leadership School, my view of the concept of salvation and its purpose in our Unitarian Universalist lives was
to change forever.

But | will leave my personal story of salvation for a bit to look at the concept from some other perspectives.
First | want to consider the meaning of salvation for our Unitarian and Universalist forebears and then the
various meanings of the word “salvation” itself.

Where the Unitarians of early 19" century New England differed most strongly from their Calvinist peers was
not only in the notion of the unity of God, as opposed to a trinity. They also rejected the related concepts of
original sin and election to salvation. Original sin is the idea that humans are born sinful because Adam and
Eve’s sins and those of all their descendants have been transmitted to us at the time of our birth.

Election to salvation is the idea that because God is eternal and all-knowing, God knew (and therefore chose)
who will be saved for Heaven and who will be condemned to Hell before the beginning of time. Therefore,
regardless of how we behave in this, the only life we know, our ultimate fate was already sealed before we
were even born.

For Unitarians, the concept of original sin seemed to deny the possibility and the purpose of choosing a moral
or righteous life. [REPEAT.] The concept of election to salvation also seemed to undercut the motivation for
choosing an ethical way of being.

That is, if | am guaranteed heaven —then | might as well behave as badly as | like and be what Immanuel Kant
termed “a happy rogue.” And if | am condemned to Hell — | might as well behave even more badly, so that at
least | can get what I’'m going to pay for! With original sin and election to salvation, my behavior makes no
difference in my fate.

In contrast to these notions of original sin and election to salvation, early Unitarians believed that all humans
are born good and have the possibility of choosing a good and moral life. Therefore, they believed in the
possibility of salvation through consciously-chosen righteous behavior, not through a belief alone in Jesus as
savior. Or, as we UUs express it in our shorthand, we were for deeds, not creeds, as a path to eternal life.

Universalists, on the other hand, were all about salvation — salvation for all. Also over against Calvinism,
Universalists rejected the notion of the saving of a chosen few. Their belief was radical, and | cannot
emphasize enough how radical it was in the 18" and 19" centuries.

The Universalist belief was that ALL humans would be saved and go to Heaven. Universalists believed there
was no Hell for anyone, anywhere, at any time. These views were expressed in a document of astonishing
brevity — the American Universalists’ Winchester Profession of 1803 — which | will read in its entirety:
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Article |. We believe that the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testament contain a revelation of the
character of God, and of the duty, interest and final destination of mankind. So, they said, it is in the Bible that
we learn all we need to know about God’s loving and merciful nature, what we’re supposed to do as humans
and where we’re all going. Their ideas are Biblical, they claimed, with a whole lot of study to back that up.
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Article Il. We believe that there is one God, whose nature is Love, revealed in one Lord, Jesus Christ, by one
Holy Spirit of Grace, who will finally restore the whole family of mankind to holiness and happiness. That’s
the “everybody goes to Heaven” part.

Article Ill. We believe that holiness and true happiness are inseparably connected, and that believers ought to
be careful to maintain order and practice good works; for these things are good and profitable unto men.

The Universalists therefore did not believe that a rogue could be happy in sin. To them, true happiness lies in
doing good for ourselves and each other. Whatever Hell there is, is created only by our own unloving actions
in this lifetime. No matter what mistakes we make, the Universalists believed there can be no mistakes
committed in a finite human life that are worthy of an infinity of torment. [REPEAT.]

A just and loving God would not do that to God’s children. God would not withhold the possibility of
redemption for all. Oh, this was radical stuff.

These early Unitarian and Universalist concepts represent a powerful and valuable heritage for us regarding
salvation. These groups of brave people applied their highly-valued sense of reason to the Bible and to
Christian belief and practice. While they remained within the Christian tradition. Two hundred years ago, our
ancestors rejected completely the ideas that we still hear spoken to us from televisions today! They are our
heroes and our models for religious inquiry.
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However, many of us are not at all concerned with Christian notions of original sin or election to Heaven.
Either we have never been part of the Christian tradition or we have left it, or, as do some UU Christians, we
interpret Christian doctrine even more radically than our UU forebears. Where else, then, might we look for
some understanding of the meaning of salvation in our modern Unitarian Universalist lives? | think that
another place to look is in the origin of the word itself.

| had always assumed salvation was about “saving” or being “saved”, because of the similarity of the words
and how the word “salvation” is used. But the idea of the connection between “salvation” and “saved” is not
entirely correct.

“Salvation” traces its lineage to the Sanskrit word sarvah. The root of this word, sar, came into Latin as sal.
The Sanskrit sarvah means “all” —it is a reference to wholeness, completeness and totality. The root sal came
into Latin words related to health or wholeness, such as “salutary”, “salubrious” and “salute” (as in to wish
someone good health). Sal also came to the Latin word salvare, meaning “to save” — but only as in save or
preserve from illness or death. So, here we have some ancient meanings of salvation that are related to
wholeness and health. The word also has some ancient religious connotations, and | will return to them

shortly.

Now | want to take you back to Leadership School with me. This week-long school was held at an altitude of
over 10,000 feet in the front range of the Rocky Mountains. I’'m sure this had some effect on my thoughts, as
did our sixteen-hour days!
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Part of the Leadership School curriculum is education and exploration in the area of Unitarian Universalist
religious heritage and values. In 1996, that section was led by the Reverend Robert Latham, who was then the
minister at the Jefferson Unitarian Church in Golden. | attribute to Robert the initial development of my
personal concept of salvation.

For Robert, all religions primarily seek to answer what he calls Life’s Five Big Questions:
Question 1 is about who or what is in charge.

Question 2 is about who we are as human beings.

Question 3 is about how we know what we know.

Question 4 is about the purpose or worth of our lives.

Question 5 is about the meaning of our deaths.

Your answers to these questions are the foundation of your personal religion, and we all have answers to
these questions, however unclear or unexpressed they might be. You will have answers to these questions
regardless of whether or not you consider yourself to be “religious.” | believe further that we must, as
humans, seek answers to these questions. Answering is a human imperative, because as humans, we must
give meaning to our lives. And these questions are the foundation for meaning in our lives.

Each of these Five Big Questions contains material for many sermons. But the one of interest in a sermon on
salvation is Question number four, about the purpose and worth of our lives. This is the salvation question.
The theological name for this concern is soteriology. To elaborate on the soteriology or salvation issues, they
are about why humans exist; about what gives meaning to life; about what is the trade-off and the pay-off for
giving life energy to our life purposes; and about how we are fulfilled.

Earlier in my brief description of the general meaning of the word “salvation”, | said that | would return to the
more specifically religious meanings. In the Hebrew Bible, the Hebrew word most often translated as
“salvation” is yesha, meaning to be free, in a wide or roomy space, carrying the sense of being freed from
confinement, constriction and limitation.

In the Christian New Testament, the Greek word most often translated as “salvation” is soterion, from which
comes the word soteriology. In the Phoenician system of writing, which was pictorial and from which the
Greek and Roman alphabets derived, there is an image that came into Greek as the word soterion. This image
was a picture of a broken pot or vessel. A broken pot or vessel. Soterion is the process of being made whole,
of re-integration, of being restored and made sound.

There are two ideas implicit for us in this picture of the broken pot, as opposed to a whole one. The first idea
is that all humans experience brokenness in their relations to self, others and the Universe. Brokenness or
imperfection is a human universal. The second idea is that the journey to wholeness is an ongoing process.
Everyone, no matter at what age or ability, has the capacity and the opportunity for greater wholeness and
healing. The broken pot reminds us that we live in the possibility and the reality of becoming more whole.

For me, these ideas of salvation were a revelation that gave the lie to my notion that Unitarian Universalism
does not offer salvation. As a path and a place where we are encouraged to use our freedom, to transcend
our limitations and to seek wholeness and healing, | think we offer it as well, or better, than many faiths.
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My friends, salvation is not about being saved from or saved for anything. It is about how we find the purpose
of our lives. It is about the ways in which we seek to become whole and complete in our relations with
ourselves, all others and the rest of creation.

And it is something, therefore, that we must consider, as human beings, no matter what our life situations.
We are hard-wired to find the meaning, purpose and wholeness of our lives, no matter what our beliefs!

[PAUSE.]

The word “salvation” is not one | find useful in Unitarian Universalist discourse. The word “salvation” is too
freighted with larger meanings that most of us would reject, and rightfully so. But it’s not about the word
itself. It is about considering the meaning of our lives and what makes us whole. And this consideration is one
of the greatest purposes of our covenanting together as a community of faith.

This purpose is addressed in the third and fourth of our seven principles. In these two principles, we are called
and committed to:

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; and
A free and responsible search for truth and meaning.

So, with these thoughts in mind, | have some final questions for you today. What is it that brings you to yesha,
that wide and open place beyond all confinement and limitation? What is it that allows you soterion, to
become more whole? And how will you, in this Beloved Community, support yourselves and each other to
freedom and to wholeness of being? It is in your answers to these questions and in the living of your answers
to these questions, that your salvation lies.

So may it be. Blessed be.



llsin !"

Unitarian Church of Norfolk, October 16, 2011

Today is the second part of a three-part series on issues and practices that can be challenging for Unitarian
Universalists. | call it the “Toxic Trifecta” series. Last week, | proposed to you how the work of Salvation is not
only useful, but even necessary for us as Unitarian Universalists. | argue that it is necessary for all humans.

This morning, | speak about another idea that can be challenging for UUs — the idea of “SIN.”
| begin with a poem by Mark Van Doren, a mid-20"-century American poet, playwright and critic.

Captain, you know my sins.
You kept the log; you cannot have forgotten
That sleeping at the wheel. We did not founder,
And yet | closed my eyes, and a wave came
So broadside, we shivered.
Master on sea, on land, you know my weakness:
Sloth, and a love of slumber;
Days wasted,
Beautiful deeds
Not done when | could have done them.
Or could I? Who can say?
Breathe now
The truth upon me, even if it
Blasts me.
Now is the time, the midnight hour
When | am low,
Am longing to confess.
Or wait till | grow proud again, the memory
Of all this gone from me.
If it be better thus,
Smite then. You are the swordsman,
I am the receiver. As you will,
O, executioner with lifted arm.
My neck is bare.
--Mark Van Doren

On first hearing, this poem might sound like many of our worst concepts of sin and confession. Here is
someone beating himself up for his shortcomings and asking a higher power to punish him severely. Yuck.
Who needs that kind of self-hatred and self-condemnation?

However, on a closer reading, the poem has a much different meaning to me, as | will discuss later. But at first,
it certainly seems to strikes a tone not appealing to most Unitarian Universalists.
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As UUs, we also have other common responses to the idea of sin. At one of my former UU churches, | once
overheard a member of the choir say “I don’t even believe in sin.” | heard that here a couple of weeks ago!
Last year, | was speaking to another UU about this topic. Her comment was “Sin. Huh. Sin is just SELF-
IMPOSED NONSENSE.”

As these comments show, Unitarian Universalists often are uncomfortable with and rejecting of the notion of
SIN. And there are reasons for that. Historical reasons. Theological reasons. And some of the reasons for us to
reject the idea of sin also are very good reasons. Not only historical and theological, but very good.

At the same time, | want to suggest something else to you today. My suggestion to you is that there has been
a loss for us. A loss for us as a religious community, in our reluctance to engage with the notion of sin.

| will begin with an exploration of the nature of sin as it has been understood historically and theologically.
Think of it as a Tour de Sin!

While it would be very interesting to explore the concept of sin through the lens of many world religions, I'm
going to limit myself to those most influential in shaping Unitarian Universalism . . . that is Judaism,
Christianity, Unitarianism and Universalism.

For Jewish people, the generic Hebrew word for any kind of sin is avera [uh’ — veer — RAH]. The root of this
word means to cross over, so avera means to cross, or transgress, a moral boundary. It is very important to
understand that for Jews, sin is not a human state, but human action. That is, people are not inherently sinful
in nature. Rather, because of their free will and human imperfection, all humans will engage in sinful
behaviors, with or without intention, at some time.

Jewish law recognizes three kinds of transgression:

The first and most serious is pesha [PESH-ah]. These are harmful actions engaged in deliberately, with an
intention to defy God and God’s law. The root word in Hebrew is one meaning rebellion.

The second type is avon [awe-vone]. This is a type of transgression also done purposely or willfully, but with
no intention to rebel against God. It comes from Hebrew roots meaning perversity, fault or mischief. Examples
would include transgressions of lust or greed.

The third type of transgression is that of chet. These are unintentional crimes, sins or faults. It comes from a
Hebrew root meaning “to miss the mark,” as in archery, or “to stumble.” The idea is that you might be trying
hard to live as a good person, but without meaning to, you messed up.

Jews believe that for all these types of transgressions, God’s forgiveness is possible, but only through some
type of atonement. This atonement can take the form of repentance, prayer and/or charitable actions. One
aspect of the repentance is to seek forgiveness from anyone a person has harmed.

With Christianity came a major change in the religious conception of sin. This was the creation of the concept
of Original Sin. The idea arose in second century Christianity and was more fully developed in the 4™ century
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by Augustine. | mentioned Original Sin last week as one of the major points of departure for early Unitarians
from their Congregational brothers and sisters.

It reached perhaps its fullest expression in the Protestant traditions following the Reformation, most notably
in the work of John Calvin. Original Sin is the idea that humans are born inherently sin-filled in their very
natures. Original Sin comes to humans because of the sinning of Eve and Adam that got them kicked out of the
Garden of Eden. Since then, all humans are born with this sin as their own, and are therefore completely
sinful. That is, we have not only a crunchy sin coating, but also a creamy sin filling!

| will read a brief description of Original Sin as described by a leading modern theologian of the Christian
Reformed Church, Cornelius Plantinga. Writing in 1995 of his own beliefs, he says:

Reformation documents offer a number of images for corruption: it is a despoiled nature, a
diseased root, a contaminated spring, a foul heart. According to these documents, we are
wrong at the core. A bad strain has gotten into the stock so that we now sin with the ease and
readiness of people born to the task. After the Fall we sin by second nature. We are “born
sinners” as some folk are born athletes.

Another idea about sin that developed in later Christianity was the idea that sin was not only our
wrong actions, but also could be our wrong intentions and thoughts, even if no sinful action followed.
We will hear once again from Cornelius Plantinga:

Let us say that a sin is any act — any thought, desire, emotion, word, or deed — or its particular
absence, that displeases God and deserves blame. Let us add that the disposition to commit sins
also displeases God and deserves blame, and let us therefore use the word sin to refer to such
instances of both act and disposition.

Over against Jewish tradition, here is the notion that sin goes beyond behavior or action only, but also
includes thoughts, emotions and inclinations. Even if those are never acted on.

[It is important to note that most modern progressive Christians, especially our nearest Protestant mainline
cousins, do not believe in the concept of Original Sin as defined here. Nor in the idea that sinful thoughts
without actions are sins.]

The word most commonly used for “sin” in the oldest versions of the Christian New Testament is the Greek
word hamartia [ha’ — mar — TEE — uh]. This means literally, as in archery, “missing the mark” or “falling short.
It therefore agrees exactly with the Jewish concept mentioned earlier of chet, or unintentional sin.

n

For Christians, private and public confession and repentance are seen as key to experiencing God'’s
forgiveness. The act of confession is therefore found in some form in most Christian worship.

These multiple meanings of Original Sin and everyday sin came to America with the Puritans, who were
Calvinistic in their theology. At the end of the 18" century in New England, a group of the Puritans’
descendents broke away from their Congregationalist sisters and brothers and became the Unitarians.
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As | said last week. One of the most central issues for the Unitarians, far more important than their notion of
God as a Unity rather than a Trinity, was their complete rejection of the idea of Original Sin.

In this they were certainly influenced by Enlightenment ideas of the possibility of human progress, liberty and
freedom. In this, they were much closer to Jewish ideas of sin.

Early Unitarians such as William Ellery Channing and Theodore Parker insisted that humans were born good.
And that humans were also born with the capacity to choose right actions over wrongful ones. In this, they
focused on human likeness to God. This is the idea that humans are created in the image of God, and contain
the spark of divinity.

For Channing and Parker, the divine likeness was not found in supernatural or miraculous gifts, but in the
human faculties of understanding, conscience, love and moral will. They and their followers believed that the
fullest expression of the spark of divinity would call people to advocate for all forms of equality and social
justice. Thus Channing’s parishioners Horace Mann, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Margaret Fuller and Lydia
Maria Child advocated respectively for universal free public education, early childhood education, women’s'
rights and against slavery, along with many other Unitarians.

Early Universalists also rejected the notion of Original Sin, as well as then-mainstream Christian notions of
salvation. For Universalists, Original Sin was not possible in a framework of God’s mercy and justice. What kind
of just and merciful God would blame people for sins committed by their farthest ancestors, Adam and Eve?
Universalists believed that we humans experience enough pain and loss caused by our own wrongdoing,
without being burdened by those of our forebears.

In the 20" century came another important Christian development in the conception of sin. This was the idea
of sin as functioning at the community or societal level. In this conception, sin is not in an individual’s
behavior. Sin is found in society’s collective support of values, behaviors and institutions that create injustice
and hatred.

There had been hints of this earlier in Channing and Parker’s ideas of how the spark of divinity was to be lived
socially. However this new analysis affected most forms of Christianity in America and was called The Social
Gospel. Its leading proponent was Baptist minister and theologian Walter Rauschenbusch, born in 1861.

Rauschenbusch was convinced that viewing sin as an individual failing alone was inadequate. Writing in 1917,
he said:

We rarely sin . . .alone. Science supplies the means of killing, finance the methods of stealing,
the newspapers have learned how to bear false witness artistically to a globe full of people
daily, and covetousness is the moral basis of our civilization.

In a radical re-analysis of the New Testament, Rauschenbusch rejected completely the idea that Jesus’ death
was any plan of God’s for humanity. Rather, he claimed that the causes of Jesus’ death were the six kinds of
social sin he believed were the most harmful to humanity. For him, Jesus’ death was caused by: religious
bigotry, political and legal system corruption, mob spirit and action, the glorification of militarism and
violence, and social class contempt and class division.



llsin !"

For Rauschenbusch, the solidarity of God with the sufferings of humanity was at the center of his theology. He
lived his life as a minister who engaged himself and his churches relentlessly in social reform.

Rauschenbusch’s Social Gospel movement had a great impact on many Christian denominations and ministers.
As well, a number of Unitarians and Universalists were influenced by the Social Gospel movement, including
the Unitarian Reverend John Haynes Holmes.

Holmes began his lifelong work as a social reform-oriented minister in 1902. He argued that the function of
the church was to be “revolutionary.” Holmes preached pacifism during World War |, for which he was
ostracized by the majority of Unitarian ministers and almost de-frocked. He also promoted a form of economic
socialism and was one of the founders of both the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People and the American Civil Liberties Union.

Deeply embedded in these notions of human likeness to God and the Social Gospel was the notion of
optimism, not only about human nature, but about human progress. Nineteenth century thinkers were greatly
influenced by Darwin’s notion of evolution and by the rapid scientific and social advances of the time. They
believed that the arc of human development was always towards improvement. Further, that such progress
was not just likely, but automatic and guaranteed, kind of like — gravity.

James Freeman Clarke, a notable Unitarian minister of the mid-nineteenth century, captured this well when
he said that one of the five points of Unitarian faith was: “the progress of Mankind, onward and upward
forever.”
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Then along came the 20" century and the World War | battlefields of France and Germany where millions

died. The worldwide Depression. The Holocaust, World War Il, Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Hmmmmm, maybe
human progress towards the good was not inevitable.

James Luther Adams, our great 20"-century UU theologian, noted and challenged our UU over-optimism in his
essay titled “The Changing Reputation of Human Nature.” Writing in 1943, he said:

It is true that in the heyday of the idea of progress, a few expressed skepticism concerning
progress as assured by the trend of natural forces, but they were given little heed. A poet here
and there, an orthodox Calvinist or a cranky social prophet spoke out, but the idea that some
people, when released from bondage to superstition or bondage to political and ecclesiastical
domination, might use their newly acquired freedom and reason to build a new Bastille does not
seem to have occurred to many.

In the same essay, Adams correctly took religious liberals to task for their discomfort with the idea of human
sin and their lopsidedly optimistic view of human nature:
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Whether liberals use the word “sin” or not, they cannot correct their too-positive view of life
until they realize that there is in human nature a deep-seated and universal tendency for both
individuals and groups to ignore the demands of mutuality and thus to waste freedom or abuse
it by devotion to the idols of the tribe, the theater, the cave, and the marketplace . . . It cannot
be denied that religious liberalism has neglected these aspects of human nature in its zeal to
proclaim the spark of divinity in humanity. We may call these tendencies by any name we wish,
but we do not escape their destructive influence by a conspiracy of silence concerning them. The
practice of shunning the idea of “sin” because it makes one feel gloomy and pious has little
more justification than the use of the ostrich method in any other area of life.

It is critical that we continue to respond positively to Adams’ accurate and healthy challenge to us regarding
sin. When most UUs say they “don’t believe in sin,” they are saying they don’t believe in Original Sin or in
punitive notions of sin that want to condemn people for their thoughts and emotions as much as for their
deeds. And that is their association with the word itself. That makes sense, given our theology. | don’t use the
word “sin” either, because of the heavy freight of meaning it bears that | don’t want to affirm.

And, Unitarian Universalists generally are committed to overcoming the results of human social
unrighteousness, inequity, injustice and hate. So one might say — “Who needs the idea of sin, however called.
We know what is wrong in our world when we see it and we work against it.”

Yes, we work to overcome social injustice and that is very important. But, such good work is not sufficient to
effect lasting change in our relationships with ourselves and with others. Let alone the world. There is heart
work that is necessary. The work of our hearts to change our relationships and being for the better.

This transformation of our hearts is short-changed by our reluctance to speak deeply with ourselves and each
other of our individual and collective wrongdoing, our limitations, our inadequacies. Qur hearts cannot be
transformed by forgiveness and reconciliation without a sense of and an open expression of our faults.

| have found the writing of James Allison to be very helpful in clarifying what it is that happens when we
acknowledge our limitations. Allison is an openly gay Catholic priest and a leading scholar in what is known as
Queer Theology. In his book titled On Being Liked, he writes:

.. .the form which forgiveness takes in the life of a person is contrition, that is, a breaking of
heart, a deep shift in attitudinal patterns of the sort: . .. ‘I thought | was doing something good,
or at least normal, and only now do | begin to see that what | was doing was against [the Spirit
of Life] and profoundly hurtful of my neighbor, and thus of myself. | must undo . . .what | have
done wrong and make sure never to do it again.’

Allison continues: This breaking of heart is eventually received as an extraordinary gift, that of
becoming someone else who | didn’t know myself to be and who is much bigger and more
splendid than what | took myself to be. That is what contrition looks like in someone’s life.

When we acknowledge our individual wrong-doing, a crack opens in the hard shell of defensiveness that we
often keep around our hearts. This breaking gives us relief and freedom. Freedom to seek reconciliation and
forgiveness from those we have harmed. Freedom that gives us room and space to choose differently.

6
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When the poet spoke earlier of confessing his sins — | don’t believe he was asking for punishment. Rather, he
was asking to be told the truth of his weakness — not only the wrong things he did, but the good things he did
not do. He says: “Breathe now the truth upon me, even if it blasts me.” The truth is but a breath of
communication.....it is the acceptance of it that is the blast...the power that can urge us to choose to be
different.

And something else happens when we acknowledge our faults together, as a community. We realize that we
need each other. We realize that we need each other. One of the worst parts of feeling our own limitations
strongly is that it often comes with a sense that we are alone in our faults. That anyone and everyone else is
better than we are.

Acknowledging our limitations together and to each other therefore is critical. First, because it reminds us that
we are not alone in our inadequacy. We are not alone. And second, as we affirm our limitations, we can find in
each other models and support for doing better. And we can be such models for others. Because we don’t all
have the same faults. Each one of us is a unique tapestry of goodness and flaws. You are strong where |
struggle and vice versa. We can help each other to be better. We MUST help each other to be better.

Just as we Unitarian Universalists are not much interested in the use of the word “sin,” we are also not much
interested in the use of the word “confession.” And that makes sense to me. The word has meanings that are
not appropriate for us as Unitarian Universalists.

Nonetheless, to acknowledge our wrongdoing in worship remains a powerful opportunity for us to engage in
the beginning of forgiveness, for ourselves and each other. It is part of the “becoming someone else” James
Allison speaks of. It is an opportunity for transformation. It is an opportunity to be known as we are and loved
by each other anyway. It is an opportunity for deepening our need for one another so that our sense of
community likewise is deepened.

In a moment, we will engage in collective acknowledgment of our inadequacy, using words written for us by
one of our own, the Reverend Rob Eller-Isaacs. We will acknowledge our individual and collective limitations.

Let our hearts break, and then open again in forgiveness of ourselves and each other. Let us realize our deep
need of one another. Let us begin the process of helping each other to become better. And to become much
bigger and more splendid than we knew ourselves to be, in our relationships with ourselves, each other and
the Earth.

So may it be.
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Turn with me now to reading #637 in the back of our hymnal. Let us read in unison.



llsin !"

A Litany of Atonement
The Reverend Rob Eller-lsaacs

For remaining silent, when a single voice would have made a difference,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For each time that our fears have made us rigid and inaccessible,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For each time that we have struck out in anger without just cause,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For each time our greed has blinded us to the needs of others
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For the selfishness that sets us apart and alone,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For falling short of the admonitions of the spirit,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For losing sight of our unity,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.

For these and for so many acts, both evident and subtle,
which have fueled the illusion of separateness,
We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love.



“Prayer”
Unitarian Church of Norfolk, October 23, 2011

For many of us as Unitarian Universalists, the idea of prayer is a struggle. | think this struggle is shown
in a statement in a pamphlet on prayer, produced by our Unitarian Universalist Association. This pamphlet
contains thoughts from a number of Unitarian Universalists about why and how they pray and what role
prayer plays in their lives. Because it is a Unitarian Universalist pamphlet, of course, there had to be a
dissenting voice. Here is what one U-U- had to say about prayer:

I don’t pray. As a Unitarian Universalist child, | learned how to pray. But when | got old enough
to take charge of my own spiritual life, | gradually stopped. Every once in a while | try prayer
again, just to be sure. The last time was a couple of years ago. My mother spent a long,
frightening month in the hospital, so | tried praying once again but it didn’t help. | have found
my spiritual disciplines — walks in nature, deep conversations, reading ancient and modern
scriptures, love — or they have found me. Prayer doesn’t happen to be one of them.

| think this person expresses some of the difficulties many Unitarian Universalists have with prayer. It is seen
as the act of praying TO someone, FOR something. This is called “intercessory” prayer. And if that’s what
prayer is, then what do you do if you don’t believe in a “someone” that can be prayed to? What do you do if
you think asking for something through prayer is selfish or self-centered or just tacky?

The prayer absurdities abound, such as when we hear of people praying for their preferred sports team
to win a game or for God to smite New Orleans for the sin of homosexuality. Then, there’s my favorite all-time

dreadful intercessory prayer, from the movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail. 1t is the Praper for the
Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch and it goes like this:

"O Lord, bless this Thy hand grenade that with it Thou mayest blow Thine enemies to tiny bits...
in Thy mercy...Amen.”

These kinds of prayers, intended seriously, really do give prayer a bad name!

But as | read this Unitarian Universalist’s statement about what he does consider to be his spiritual disciplines
—walks in nature, deep conversations, reading and love — they struck me as quite...prayer-like! That is
because for me, prayer is about conscious connection and communication. It is a way of intentionally putting
our focus of intention and will out into the web of energy and life that connects us all.

As we express in prayer our reverence for life, our despair, our gratitude, our hopes, and our affirmations to
ourselves, each other and/or the Universe, we strengthen ourselves and one another as we strengthen the
connections among us. We become more whole by naming, loving, knowing and listening to what really
matters. And that is what prayer is. Naming. Loving. Knowing. Listening. To what is worthy of reverence, to
what is sacred, to the mystery, to life.
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| am grateful to UU minister Erik Wikstrom for giving me this new framework for understanding forms of
prayer. Erik was for several years the Director of Worship and Music Resources for the Unitarian Universalist
Association. As of this fall, he is the new minister of our Charlottesville congregation. | am so glad to have him
as a nearby colleague in our District. Several years ago Erik wrote a book [SHOW IT] titled Simply Pray: A
Modern Spiritual Practice to Deepen Your Life.

Here, Erik explores the forms and practices of prayer in a way that is accessible to all folks, including those
who are non-theistic in their spirituality. He notes that prayer is found in all religious traditions, even those,
such as Zen Buddhism, which do not contain a notion of God.

Then, he takes four traditional forms of prayer and re-casts them. Prayers of praise and thanksgiving become
prayers of naming. Prayers of intercession become prayers of loving. Prayers of confession become prayers of
knowing. Meditative prayers become prayers of listening. This is not simply a name game. In his re-imagining
of prayer, Erik gets at what is truly central to each type of prayer, while moving away from negative
associations the traditional forms might have.

Today, we will explore together each of these forms in different ways. My hope is that you might be inspired
or encouraged to develop your own discipline of prayer, even if you don’t use that word. If you already pray,
perhaps our time together this morning can expand and enrich your ways of praying.
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We begin with prayers of Naming. This is what Erik calls prayers of praise and thanksgiving. He says
“Naming prayer encourages us to look at our lives to see where and how the sacred is present.” That is,
naming prayer helps us to look at our lives to see what is valuable, what is of worth, what is wonderful, what is
important. To name something is to have some understanding of its essence, to be able to grasp it, to give it
meaning in our lives. To name something is to form or enrich our relationship with it. Thus, naming has great
power.

Naming prayer attempts to name, recognize and appreciate what is sacred and what is holy and how our lives
have been touched by it. Naming prayer does not require a Sacred Other. It can be as simple as a daily practice
of gratitude, of noting what it is in your life that you are thankful for. Being able to express gratitude is key to
our spiritual growth. To name what you are grateful for is to connect yourself to what is good and right and
whole in yourself and in your life.

We will now take our morning offering, after which we will join together in a prayer of Naming our gratitude,
led by Dal Paul.

A PRAYER OF NAMING OUR GRATITUDE — Delores La Chapelle

We give-away our thanks to the earth which gives us our home.

We give-away our thanks to the rivers and lakes which give-away their water.

We give-away our thanks to the trees which give-away fruits and nuts.

We give-away our thanks to the wind which brings rain to water the plants.

We give-away our thanks to the sun, who gives away warmth and light.

All beings on earth: the trees, the animals, the wind and the rivers give-away to one another so all is in
balance.
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We give-away our promise to begin to learn how to say in balance with all the earth.
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We continue this morning with prayers of Loving, as Erik terms intercessory prayers. As | said earlier,
many people think that prayer by definition is intercessory prayer. These are prayers of asking someone for
something, often for ourselves. Many of us do not believe in a “someone” who can hear our prayers. Many of
us might also find the idea of asking for something for ourselves to be selfish. And, it is true that a life
centered only on ourselves ultimately is hollow. Erik says:

At some point our concerns for our own selves must widen into concern for others in our
families, in our communities and beyond. Our sense of connectedness and community is
a reality for us as humans . . . we can none of us go it alone. We cannot really exist as
individuals except in reference to and connection with other beings.

As Martin Luther King, Jr. said in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail”: “We are caught in an inescapable network
of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” We are not simply connected to one another, we must
matter to one another as well. We must love one another.

Thus our prayers of loving care and concern for one another are mostly about making sure that we know and

remember that we must love and care for all. Before we can do anything to make the world a better place, we
must pay attention to and be aware of what is happening around us. Loving prayers bring us to attention and

make us aware.

Prayers of loving hopes and affirmations for each other, the community and the world remind us of our duty
to all beings on the planet and the planet itself. Our prayers of love can energize, inspire and guide us to
ensure that “all beings are happy, all beings are peaceful, and all beings are free from suffering” as Buddhist
monk Thich Nhat Hanh prays every day of his life.

Our loving prayers must include ourselves. The rule of love expressed in so many different religious traditions
is about treating others as well as we treat ourselves. Disregard of self makes it very hard to hold others in
loving regard. Holding ourselves in loving regard is not narcissistic, it is necessary.

| now invite you to join me in a loving prayer for hope and clarity and light. Like many loving prayers, it is
expressed as an affirmation of something already existing, rather than as a request.

This is a prayer to be sung, from the Taizé community, an ecumenical Christian community in Taizé, France. It
is on the insert in your order of service. Taizé chants are to be sung over and over until they are finished. In a
Taizé songbook, it says: The chants “express a basic reality of faith that can quickly be grasped by the intellect,
and that gradually penetrates the heart and the whole being.” Chanting engages your entire body, breath,
mind, emotions.

We will sing the chant many times. | invite you into the flow of it and to sing the different parts if you can.
When Adele slows down on the last line, that will be our signal to end. Adele will play the chant through once
and then let us join in singing.
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[TAIZE CHANT — “Our Darkness”]
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Last week, in the sermon on Sin, | spoke of the necessity for confession in our lives, including collective
confession in worship. | prefer to frame it as “acknowledging our limitations,” rather than “confession.” The
word “confession” carries theological baggage | don’t think is helpful. | suggested to you that acknowledging
our limitations is necessary so that we can begin a process of forgiveness and reconciliation with ourselves and
each other. Doing so is therefore an opportunity for transformation.

Erik Wikstrom suggests another re-casting for prayers of confession — he terms them prayers of knowing. That
is, without knowing ourselves, in our weaknesses and well as our strengths, we cannot seek to become better.
No self-blame or guilt is needed, just that awareness of where we fall short, as a prelude to becoming more
whole, better and stronger.

Just as important, we cannot accept ourselves fully and love ourselves without knowing ourselves in a
complete way, flaws and all. This is what psychologist Carl Jung referred to as encountering our “shadows” —
the flawed parts of ourselves that we would rather ignore and deny. As Erik says:

This time of Knowing prayer, then, is not so much an obligation as an opportunity to more fully
and truly accept ourselves because we are willing to prayerfully look at our brokenness and
failings. It’s an opportunity to find release from the stranglehold of our secrets, to free ourselves
from the fear of exposure, because we realize we have nothing to hide. All of us have fallen
short . . .We don’t have to descend into the hell of self-recrimination; we can experience the
heaven of true self-acceptance.

Listen to the joy that can come from this sense of self-acceptance, in a traditional Prayer of Knowing from an
African-American community:

Lord, we ain’t what we ought to be
And we ain’t what we want to be

And we ain’t what we gonna be,

But Thank God, we ain’t what we were.

This self-knowledge and self-acceptance, fully and joyfully expressed, expressed with gratitude, can free us
and lead us into greater love and acceptance of all beings. It becomes the ground of our compassion for
others.

Please join Dal in a Prayer of Knowing from the Sufi tradition, the words of Rumi on the insert in your OOS.

THE GUEST HOUSE — A Prayer of Knowing

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.
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A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!

Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows

who violently sweep your house empty of its furniture,
still, treat each guest honorably.

He may be clearing you out for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice,
meet them at the door laughing,
and invite them in.

Be grateful for whoever comes,
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.
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A final tradition of prayer which Erik Wikstrom re-casts is that of contemplative or meditative prayer. For Erik,
these are prayers of listening. Such prayer is about silence, about centering, about moving from a state of
doing to a state of being.

Such practices can free us from the chaos and rush and bustle and hurry of our everyday lives, can bring us
into a place of stillness and peace. ltis in that place we can best experience the Buddha-nature or the spark of
divinity or the movement of the Tao or the Spirit of Life that is inherent in us all.

As Unitarian Ralph Waldo Emerson said:

There is guidance for each of us, and by lowly listening, we shall hear the right word. Certainly
there is a right for you that needs no choice on your part. Place yourself in the middle of the
stream of power and wisdom which flows into your life. Then, without effort, you are impelled
to truth and to perfect contentment.

Having a practice of listening prayer can be very challenging. | suffer extremely from what Buddhists call
monkey mind....the mind that leaps and rushes from thought to thought to thought, almost ceaselessly. If
you’ve ever tried to clear your mind in meditation, to not think of anything, you know what | mean.

So, when it comes to prayers of listening, | am a big fan of props. These are ritual items that can help you to
focus the mind for listening. They are often beautiful in their own right, as well as meaningful. This is a beaded
prayer stole a friend | made for me. It is made of vintage beads from my grandmothers’ era. At the ends are
symbols of religious traditions that have value for me.
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Wearing and using this prayer stole helps me to be more peaceful and focused in my prayers of listening.
Sometimes | will chant, using the beads to keep track of the times | have repeated the chant. Sometimes | will
focus on one of the symbols as a way of clearing my mind. Sometimes | just sit, feeling that | am being held by
a loving friend, in peace and contentment. Candles or other items can also be used to focus and clear the mind
for deep listening.

Other approaches to prayers of listening that can be helpful are to combine them with repetitive body
movements, such as walking, or basing them on a regular pattern of breathing. The purpose is to free your
mind from the train of nonstop thoughts, thinking, planning and wondering.

Today, we are going to end our exploration of prayer with a silent breath prayer, using simple phrases
connected with our breathing. It is quite simple. As you breathe in, say to yourself, “I breathe in peace.” As
you exhale, say to yourself, “I breathe out love.” When your mind wanders, just bring it back to those words.
Let’s try to go for several minutes with this breath prayer of listening. To signal the end of our time of prayer, |
will ring this chime.

[BREATH PRAYER]

3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k %k %k %k %k %k %k %k %k %k %k %k >k >k >k >k >k >k %k 3k 3k 3k 3k % % %k *k *k k¥

[AFTER CHIME] So may it be, blessed be.
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