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Today marks the beginning of our congregation’s annual Canvass month.  For many of us, I suspect the word “canvass” (spelled with two “s”s) is closely associated with money – with fundraising for the church, and with requests for pledges or gifts of money from you.
And money is a part of the canvass process.  But only one part.

In this congregation, we interpret the word “canvass” in terms of a broader conversation than just the one about money.  Therefore in this Canvass month, every member and friend of you will be contacted by a member of the Canvass team and invited into conversation about the congregation and your relationship with its programs, its leadership, its ministries, and your spiritual growth.  The conversation will include opportunities for you to make real your commitment to this spiritual community: to offer your ideas, your participation, and your financial support for ministries that will help bring to life your vision for the world.

For ultimately, Canvass month is an opportunity for each of us individually and all of us collectively to re-examine the role and the importance of this religious community; to ask ourselves and one another: 

What, then, is this place where we gather, and what should it be?

What then, is this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, and what can it be?

What, then, is its place in my life, and what is my place within its 

history, its ministry, its destiny?

As a first word, I offer you three quotations.  The first two are taken from two reports of the Commission on Appraisal of the Unitarian Universalist Association, and they are, in essence, the product of our Association of Congregations reflecting on itself – and on what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.

From Interdependence: Renewing Congregational Polity, completed and published in 1997, comes this reflection on the shape and the function of religious community in the lives of its members and in the world that is the context for our living:

“Being part of a [Unitarian Universalist] religious community is a personal commitment that reflects a theological vision – namely, a sense of the fundamentally interdependent, or covenantal, nature of existence.  Being in community, then, is not incidental to being a Unitarian Universalist, but intrinsic and inescapable.  The religious community is the vital matrix of the formation of its members’ diverse personal ministries.  In turn its members reshape the community.” [Interdependence: Renewing Congregational Polity.  1997.  A report by the Commission on Appraisal, Unitarian Universalist Association. p. 7.] 

The second quotation comes from Belonging: The Meaning of Membership, the 2001 report of the Commission on Appraisal.  The original wording refers explicitly to “membership” in a congregation, but I think the message is broader than just membership, and so I have substituted the word “participation” for “membership.”

[Participation] in a Unitarian Universalist congregation can be a profound experience – an experience that brings us into covenant with other people who, though diverse in their personal experiences and needs, all seek one thing in common: wholeness.  The experience of [participation] offers to individuals the opportunity to become more whole, more committed to each other and to that which is of ultimate worth, more grounded, more profoundly human, and more aware of the gift of community.  The experience of [participation] both affirms inherent personal worth and confers a new and expanded sense of worth as a member of a local

congregation and as a Unitarian Universalist.


Becoming a [participant in] the body of Unitarian Universalism is an opportunity to find honor, affirmation, freedom, commitment, and salvation.  Understand salvation not as an entry pass into another world at death, but as the recognition that right here we have an opportunity to be more than we currently are, to become complete, to find wholeness, health, shalom. [Belonging: The Meaning of Membership.  2001.  A report by the Commission on Appraisal, Unitarian Universalist Association. p. 18.]

And the third quotation you heard earlier, as our call to worship; these words of Unitarian Universalist minister Norman V. Naylor:

Do not leave your cares at the door.

Do not leave there your pain, your sorrow or your joys.

Bring them with you into this place of acceptance and forgiveness. 

Place them on the common altar of life and offer them 

to the possibility of your worship

Come then, and offer yourself 

to potential transformation 

by the creative process 

that flows through you and all life.
Some say that the real meaning of the word “canvass” is “to ask” [Barbara Brown in UUA APF Quarterly, Winter 2009, p. 2 http://www.uua.org/documents/stew-dev/apf/0902_news.pdf].  And so in that spirit I ask you: is this, can this be, a place of salvation, a place where we have an opportunity to be more than we currently are, to become complete, to find wholeness, health, shalom?  I ask you: is this, can this be, a place of acceptance and forgiveness, for your pain. Your sorrow, your joys – and those of others?  I ask you: is this, can this be, a place where the creative spirit flows through you, and me, and all life, carrying with it the potential to transform us, and through us the world?

And if you answer “yes,” then what does that mean for you, and for us?

In a word, it means giving.  Giving of yourself.  Giving up isolation, self-sufficiency, the go-it-alone mentality that grows out of and leads us into a sense that we are not enough, and the world is not enough, and our transformation and the transformation of the world – if such things are even possible – lie in our own hands.  “Yes” means freely giving your ideas and your energy, your time and talent and treasure to the common enterprise that is this community.    “Yes” means joining your gifts with those of others in a way that amplifies both gift and giver.

At the heart of our covenantal theology is a radical respect for the worth and dignity of every person and for the simple and irreplaceable gifts they – you – bring to our common enterprise – our common living, our common hope for the world.  We live this affirmation by establishing communities – congregations like this one – that are precisely the sum total of all that we bring and all that we freely give.

For the giving in a community such as this is indeed free.  As I wrote in this month’s newsletter, “Here [in Unitarian Universalist community] there is no imperative or threat, not in this life or in an afterlife, that compels anyone to give of their time or talents or treasure.  Here, there is only the energy that comes from doing what you do well, joined with others in a common endeavor.  Here, there is only the power of many small contributions coming together – like raindrops gathering, flowing, building into a mighty stream with the power to shape and reshape the landscape.  Here, there is only the freedom that comes from opening yourself to the possibility of doing, learning, being, becoming something new, something more than you have known.  Here, there is only the affirmation of seeing your vision for the world take shape, take life, and touch the lives of others.

Here we aspire not to retreat from the world, not to turn our eyes and our hearts from the reality of cares, and pain, and sorrow – and joy.  Here we aspire to hold one another, in love, to an honest recognition of fragility – human and environmental; of injustice – intrinsic and human-made; of inequity – of opportunity and power and resources.  Here we aspire to look steadily, clearly at the needs of the world – for support; for justice; for hope; for acceptance and forgiveness; for salvation, understood as the opportunity, here in this place, now in this time, to become healed, healthy, whole.

In these unstable and uncertain economic times, most of us are being more thoughtful, more careful than ever about how and where we spend our money.  We are passing up luxuries and indulgences, postponing discretionary expenditures, doing more with less.  Across the nation and around the world, people are weighing and prioritizing their spending.  And even so, we learn week by week of family members, friends, neighbors, and strangers who lose their jobs, who struggle to put food on the table, who cannot afford to fill prescriptions, who must default on rent or mortgage payments.

Do not leave your cares at the door.

Do not leave there your pain, your sorrow or your joys.

Bring them with you into this place of acceptance and forgiveness.

Here, together, we do more to minister to care, pain, sorrow, need than most of us could ever do alone.  Here your helping hands, joined with others, prepared dinner last night, last month, every month for a year and more, for twelve homeless men living at Hope Mission – an act of ministry that would have weighed heavy on one person, that was a generous gift from each of several people, that left each participant (I know from experience) with a lightness of spirit beyond price.  Here your questioning minds invite others into study – “What is ethical eating?”  “How are our actions part of the Sacred Balance of life on this fragile and resilient planet?” – forums that make space for a synergy of ideas, that open the possibility of transformation by the creative process.

Here your pennies, added to the pennies of others, will create dollars.  Here your dollars are spent in ministry that embodies our common values.  Here your dollars fund Social Outreach projects that will help build a school kitchen in Nicaragua, that will make locally grown produce available to the Hope Mission soup kitchen, that will provide emergency funds for needy citizens in Carteret County.  Here your dollars sustain a revolving loan fund available to members of the congregation in financial need, support a summer camp program that reaches out to children of the congregation and children of the community with high-quality, low-cost learning and fun.  Here your dollars maintain our meeting space, where community groups such as PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) and Narcotics Anonymous meet to offer support and salvation (understood as healing and health and wholeness) to courageous and grateful participants.  Here your dollars maintain and improve our worship and learning space, this “common altar of life.”  And here your dollars pay my salary, and Ann Odell’s, and the salary of a hoped-for Religious Education Administrator, so that we may work with you, with our Board and committees, and with the larger world of worship and work, to deepen and broaden the mind and heart and soul and body of this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, and of all who come to us seeking wholeness, honor, affirmation, freedom, commitment, and salvation.

Here, as you give of yourself, as you give up isolation and a sense of not-enough, the giving itself becomes a spiritual practice.  For giving opens us to the movement of creativity – through us, and into the world.  Thus do we kindle our own lights, and thus do we let them shine.  Thus do we add our simple gifts to those of others who share our theological vision of the fundamental interdependence of all existence.  Thus, in joining with others, do we incarnate this vision, making it real in the world, giving it power, using that power in service of all that we hold dear.

Welcome, then, to Canvass month.  Welcome to your opportunity to re-examine the role of this religious community, in your life and in the world.  Welcome to the spiritual discipline of examining and rebalancing your priorities: your highest values, your deepest needs.  Welcome to the conversation that will shape the priorities of this community for the year ahead and for years to come.  And welcome to the ministry that offers find honor, affirmation, freedom, commitment, and salvation.  For as you pledge and as you spend your time and talents and treasure in service of your highest priorities, what comes to you, and through you, are healing, health, wholeness, shalom.

Take a moment now, in silence, to affirm the gifts that are yours, and giving that calls to you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May you be blessed, and may you be a blessing on the world.

