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In our singing this morning’s opening hymn, in our sharing of Joys, Concerns, and Milestones, we celebrate, we create, and we participate in a circle of kinship.  In a world of challenge and need, we can be to one another a community of support and, in a very real way, a family.

But at the center of our circle of kinship is our particular identity as a religious community.  And at the heart of religious community is ministry.  Ministry means service.  Ministry, as we Unitarian Universalists practice it, is not the privilege or the purview of an elite priesthood, but the supremely ordinary give and take of relationship predicated on a radical respect for the inherent worth and dignity of every person, for the divinity that is embodied in each one of us.  Ministry is the work we do to make and to keep the space for a circle of kinship that fosters growth and empowerment and the unfolding of the precious gifts that each of us – each of us – embodies.

In a reading that we have revisited each spring as we examine the state of our ministry, an unknown author tells us this about ministry:

Ministry occurs in places and circumstances likely and unlikely:


in churches, not often enough, but sometimes;


in prisons, and hospices, and hospitals;



by cribs and cradles;



in factories, offices, and stores;


in courtrooms and cocktail lounges



and clinics and garages;



in hovels, mansions, and at bus stops and diners;


wherever there is a meeting that summons us to our better selves,


wherever our lostness is found



our fragments are reunited,



our wounds begin healing



our spines stiffen,



and our muscles grow strong for the task,


there is ministry.




source unknown





pp. 16-17 in 

Awakened from the Forest: Meditations on Ministry. 

collected by Gary E. Smith (1995)
The text and the context of ministry is ordinary human life.  Ministry is the quality of relationship that weaves connections between one human spirit and another.  And it is in these connections that we touch into the mystery and the power of divinity within us, between us, and all around us.

For five years leading up to this past September, this religious community – you – and I participated in a shared ministry of worship and work, of caring and creating.  For the past four months, we have been on sabbatical – a time of renewal woven into the rhythm of a life, and of the life of a congregation.  During this time of renewal, we have broken our habitual patterns and explored new sources of strength and support for our individual and collective ministries.  During this time of renewal, our paths of ministry – yours and mine – ran not together but separately.

Now the sabbatical has come to an end.  Now, our paths come back together.  Now we bring all that we have seen and learned and understood separately, all the ways in which this time apart has changed us, and we embark on the transformative work of combining our visions and our strengths into a wider vision, a renewed strength, a revitalized ministry.  This, as Mark Morrison-Reed’s words remind us, is why the religious community is essential, for alone our vision is too narrow to see all that must be seen, and our strength too limited to do all that must be done. [SLT #580].  

Over the next few weeks and months, I will tell you about my experiences during the sabbatical, and what I am learning (for I am still learning) from that time of ministry in a different context.  And I will invite you to tell me about your experiences: what was hard and what was glorious, what was empowering and what was demoralizing; what you learned in the doing, what you would do differently, what you are already doing differently.  In the words of our choir anthem, we will walk, and sleep, and rise; we will laugh and sing and cry and run; we shall love one another and we shall care for each other.  We will learn what there is to be learned from this time of renewal and, together, we will chart the path that will take us forward – into ministry stronger, deeper, more resilient, and more alive. 

This process of reflection calls for all our visions, all our strengths, and all our voices.  It calls upon us to trust – trust ourselves and one another, trust the power of this circle of kinship.  It is not too soon to begin, and so, for the next few minutes, I invite your voices and your wisdom out of silence into this sacred space, into this sermon, into our worship.  For a time, I will sound the singing bowl.  May its song call forth from you a word or a phrase that expresses how this sabbatical experience touched your heart, your spirit, your mind, or your ministry.

Singing bowl, and words from the congregation

(record words to use as closing words)

I offer you the words loneliness, and its antidote, community.  What I know is that I have missed this religious community, this circle of kinship.  I have missed seeing your faces and hearing your voices.  This is a hugging community, and I have missed your hugs.  I have missed worshipping with you on Sunday mornings; in truth, I have missed worship entirely – missed the words, the music, the singing – because I spent most of my sabbatical Sundays in self-examination and reflection and writing (so let me just say that it was a real discipline to write and finish this sermon on Saturday!).

Looking around this morning, I can see changes that have happened while we were apart.  There are beloved faces missing –some have drifted away, some have sailed away, some have moved away, some have died.  There are stories to be told about those people, and their journeys, and the legacies of memory that they have left with us.  There are new faces, too, new names and new stories to begin to explore.  New chapters have been written in every one of our lives, and these, too, invite conversation and exploration.  There’s a whole new door (!) connecting sanctuary and social hall – and this new door is a powerful symbol of access and openness and connection, of visions brought to life, of thresholds and locks and keys and all the associations that they carry.  And with the new door, the piano and choir chairs have been moved; the old, narrower door has been blocked off – you have evolved new ways of moving around this space, and I have some catching up to do.

My catching up began on Friday, when the Sabbatical Committee and I met together for a first conversation about some of the less-visible developments of the last four months.  The members of the Sabbatical Committee – Julianne Fontenoy, Ann Odell, Karen Rettie, and Ann Rivers – spoke of the sabbatical time as a learning experience.  They told me that some people have come through this time feeling stronger, more empowered – even, in some cases, pushier!  They have seen and heard some people discovering their voices in worship and in congregational leadership.  They spoke of seeing people reach out to others – to request help or to offer help – where previously they might have reached out only to me.  They told me of pain, and of inexpressible grace; of struggle, and of triumph; of frustration, and of unexpected gratification; of dissatisfaction and of breathtaking achievements; of fear, and of hope.  They told me that there is more to be said, more to be heard, more to be learned from our having taken this challenging and courageous step of breaking our habitual patterns, of exploring new sources of strength and support for our individual and collective ministries, and our individual and collective lives.

I am looking forward to catching up with you: to following up on the words you brought into the service this morning, to hearing what has unfolded for you while I have been away.  Let’s begin to catch up over tea.  For the next several weeks, I will have the teapot going in my office during Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday afternoons.  I’ve posted a sign-up sheet on the bulletin board in the Social Hall, and I’d like one or two or three of you to sign up for a time that is convenient for you – or to let me know that we need to schedule a morning or evening time to get together.  I want to hear your stories.  I want us to make room to laugh, sing, cry, ponder, wonder together.

I am looking forward to an opportunity for us to reflect together on the experience and the learning of the sabbatical.  On an evening in February, once we’ve had some time to process and to share our individual stories, the Sabbatical Committee and I will host a potluck supper and conversation to review this sabbatical time.  I hope you will come and be willing to speak about what you have done and how it affected you; what you noticed or experienced or missed or resented in this time of departure from habitual patterns of leadership, organization and ministry; what worked and what didn’t work for you, what you would change about the way we function now; what you would suggest doing differently another time.  I hope you will come prepared to reflect on the discomfort that sometimes accompanies growth and learning.  I hope we will summarize our thoughts and our suggestions, and write them up, and share them with the Thomas Jefferson District for the benefit of other congregations and ministers planning sabbaticals, and keep a copy for our own use in planning future sabbaticals.

And because this community is a religious community, we concern ourselves with ways of marking the important turnings in our lives in ways that engage not only the mind but also the heart and the spirit.  Because this community is a religious community, our ministry embraces not only words but also actions that embody remembrance, celebration, mourning – the threshold experiences that remind us that we are connected with and participate in life and love and mystery and meaning far greater than ourselves.  Because this community is a religious community, I look forward to creating a ritual that will help us, together, to integrate the discoveries and the disappointments, the joys and the sorrows, the comings and the goings, the transformations of the spirit of this circle of kinship and the members who step inside, bringing our hearts’ own songs.  Just exactly what we will mark, and how, will emerge from our conversations and our meetings.  Just exactly when we will do this will become clear as we live into the next chapter of our story, and get a little perspective on this one.

It’s not too soon to begin.  The text and the context of ministry is ordinary human life, “passed,” in the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, “through the fire of thought.”  Let us take a moment now, in silence, to think on our own lives, our own ministries, shaped as they are by what we make of all that happens to us.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessings on us all.  We are one.

Amen.

