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I am keenly aware and quietly excited that this is a time of reengagement and renewal in our Unitarian Coastal Fellowship.

After four months of sabbatical time apart you and I, congregation and minister, have come back together.  We have taken up again, together, the journey of ministry we have been traveling for more than five years now: a journey that weaves together, truly like a tapestry, the spiritual and the physical, the sacred and the mundane, the individual and the collective.  So much is familiar, and comforting in its familiarity: the rhythms of our weekly worship and our monthly meetings and the tasks that maintain and sustain our institutional life; the sight of well-known faces, the touch of well-loved hands, the sound of well-respected voices – these moments of connection, these threads of relationship that form the fabric of community.  And yet because we are living beings, exquisitely sensitive to and intimately shaped by the experiences of being alive, you and you and you and I are, in subtle and significant ways, different people from who we were just five short months ago.  And in the differences – in the changes that we have undergone – lie both challenges and possibilities.

The challenges dare us to see one another and our own selves as we really are, to see clearly, honestly, with empathy and gentle curiosity, with respect and a call to integrity, to accountability.  This is never easy.  So much simpler to see what we’ve always seen, to try or to pretend to be who we’ve always been, the familiar, the predictable, the comfortable.

The possibilities invite us to reexamine the agreements we have made with ourselves and with one another – the words and deeds, the assumptions and expectations and promises and fears that bind us to one another, and form the framework of our association with one another.  Like the skeleton of a living organism this framework both supports and restricts our growth.  Like a living skeleton, it can grow and adapt with us if we will dedicate time and resources to assessing what is working and what is not, what needs strengthening and what needs to be reworked or replaced.  Ongoing attention and care can provide a framework that is strong and flexible, that provides the continuity that makes for constructive change.

But only if we respond to the challenges and the possibilities together, congregation and minister.  No single voice, no matter how courageous or truthful, can articulate all that we need to hear.  No single one of us can see all that we need to see.  No single thread – of interest, of concern, of connection – can take us where we need to go.  We know this; we said it together this morning: “We believe that each and every person is important. … We believe that each person must be free to search for what is true and right in life. … We believe that all people should have a voice and a vote about the things which concern them.  We affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.” [STLT #594; read responsively as opening reading].  As a living system, as a religious community, as Unitarian Universalists, we must engage and reengage in our ongoing renewal, together.

It is exciting and energizing and inspiring to be undertaking this process at a singular time, when the drama of continuity and change is being played out all around us, ringing through the larger American society of which we are a part, and echoing in the still larger world of political and cultural and economic relations in which our United States of America is inextricably bound.  Martin Luther King, whose birthday we celebrate tomorrow, spoke at once of our nation and of each individual human being as being “caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” [STLT # 584]  That interdependent web of all existence includes galaxies and life forms we have never yet seen and may never see, includes plants and animals and human beings living in delicate and resilient balance all over this earth, and it includes human institutions – governments and protest movements, political parties and terrorist cells, detention camps and refugee camps and utopian communities, families and neighborhoods and congregations – that embody the spiritual and the physical, the sacred and the mundane, the individual and the collective.

At this moment in history, the government of the United States of America plays a uniquely important role in the world.  For good or for ill, our economy, our military, our social philosophy influence the hopes and dreams and lives of people the world around in a way that far outweighs our place as one strand in a web, a network, a tapestry.  On Tuesday, we will inaugurate a new president, and the world will be watching.  To an almost frightening degree, many people in American and elsewhere have invested their hopes and dreams in the person and in the presidency of Barack Obama, a man who has written movingly and thought-provokingly of a legacy of dreams left to him by his father, of the audacity of hope in a cynical world.

Fareed Zakaria wrote in Newsweek magazine recently that, “there’s no doubt that Obama is intensely charismatic.”  But Zakaria observes that once inaugurated, Barack Obama will shift from charismatic authority – an almost magical quality – to legal authority.  “Presidents,” Zakaria writes, “cannot simply remain charismatic symbols.  They are forced to tackle the problems at hand, and their influence then grows – or ebbs – based on how they handle those challenges.” [“The Global Elite.” Newsweek  Dec. 29, 2008/Jan. 5, 2009. p. 37].

On Tuesday the face of the president will change, from George W. Bush to Barack H. Obama.  And yet the Constitutional framework within which the president serves, and from which his legal authority derives, remains the same, embracing the change in a framework of continuity.

Obama’s own words, in his speeches and his writings, tell us something of how he understands his legal authority, and his approach to tackling the problems at hand, the challenges and the opportunities they present.  Writing in The Audacity of Hope, he describes the American political tradition as he sees it: “a tradition based on the simple idea that we have a stake in one another, and that what binds us together is greater than what drives us apart, and that if enough people believe in the truth of that proposition and act on it, then we might not solve every problem, but we can get something meaningful done.” [The Audacity of Hope. p.2].  And he writes of our democracy “not as a house to be built, but as a conversation to be had.”  The Constitution, he writes “provides us with a framework and with rules, but fidelity to these rules will not guarantee a just society or assure agreement on what’s right. … What the framework of our Constitution can do is organize the way by which we argue about our future.  All of its elaborate machinery – its separation of powers and checks and balances and federalist principles and Bill of Rights – are designed to force us into a conversation, a ‘deliberative democracy’ in which all citizens are required to engage in a process of testing their ideas against an external reality, persuading others of their points of view, and building shifting alliances of consent.  Because power in our government is so diffuse, the process of making law in America compels us to entertain the possibility that we are not always right and to sometimes change our minds; it challenges us to examine our motives and our interests constantly, and suggests that both our individual and collective judgments are at once legitimate and highly fallible.” [The Audacity of Hope, pp. 92-93].
We all know that Barack Obama is not a Unitarian Universalist, although before his birth his grandfather did (as he wrote in Dreams from My Father) “enroll the family in the local Unitarian Universalist congregation; he liked the idea that Unitarians drew on the scriptures of all the great religions (“It’s like you get five religions in one,” he would say.)  [Barack’s grandmother] Toot would eventually dissuade him of his views on the church (“for Christ’s sake, Stanley, religion’s not supposed to be like buying breakfast cereal!)” [Dreams from My Father. p. 17]  But I hear in his words a faith in humanity that resonates with the Purposes and Principles that form the framework of our living religious tradition:  “We affirm and promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process.  We believe that our churches are places where all people are accepted, and where we keep on learning together.”

I hear, in Obama’s core assumption of our human stake in one another, in his understanding of democracy not as a power trip or a power struggle but as an ongoing conversation that “requires” our engagement, in his faith in human wisdom “at once legitimate and highly fallible” and in the power of people, working together, to “get something meaningful done,” I hear a harmony with our congregation’s stated mission: “building a community that fosters free religious inquiry and universal social justice.”

My point here is not political, not in the narrow sense of partisan politics, of Democrat or Republican, liberal or conservative, of winners and losers of elections.  You may have voted for Barack Obama, or you may have voted for John McCain.  But Obama is our president-elect, and we, and the world, stand on the threshold of a transition of leadership that is truly inspiring in its smoothness, its civility, its efficiency.  The framework of our constitution and the forces of tradition cast this inauguration as the 56th in a long line, as change balanced and stabilized by continuity.  Without bloodshed or bitterness, America and Americans are shifting gears, gearing up to engage in that process of testing our ideas against an external reality, persuading others of our points of view, building shifting alliances of consent; gearing up to argue, together, about our future.

Whether or not our leaders acknowledge it, the hopes and dreams, the needs and fears of American citizens transcend politics, for hopes and dreams and needs and fears are the attributes that make us human, and that make us social beings.  The social organizations that are shaped and sustained by politics are rooted in these human attributes, and so are the social organizations that are shaped and sustained by the religious impulse – by the spirit that reminds that we are connected to something greater than ourselves.

My point here is not political, but rather organic.  Our Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, inextricably rooted in this particular American society, shaped and reshaped by these times in which we find ourselves, is heir to the same challenges and opportunities that confront our country in this singular time in both our histories.  Our religious community, formed and informed by Unitarian Universalist values and practices, is uniquely suited to respond in a way that is in fundamental harmony with our soon-to-be president’s interpretation of the conversation that keeps democracy alive and vital.  In my dream, our conversation will be informed and amplified by the growing conversation in the society around us, encouraged by a president who said, on the night on which he was elected, “I will always be honest with you about the challenges we face. I will listen to you, especially when we disagree. And, above all, I will ask you to join in the work of remaking this nation, the only way it's been done in America for 221 years -- block by block, brick by brick, calloused hand by calloused hand.”  For ur part, in this congregation and in the larger arena of our society, the question is, will we?  Will you, and you, and you, and I invest the time and the attention, the caring and the care to argue about our future, to keep our future strong and flexible?

In this religious community in which you and I gather, bringing our hopes and dreams, our needs and fears, our separate fires, we are challenged and we are invited to engage and reengage in our ongoing renewal, together.  In congregation, no less than in society, we are challenged and we are invited to examine and to understand the framework of agreements that structures and supports us.  In our case, that framework includes our Unitarian Universalist heritage and identity.  It includes the by-laws and the policies and procedures that frame the workings of this congregation.  It includes the letter of agreement, drafted and approved and signed in 2003 when I was called to be your minister, that (quoting from the first paragraph, which articulates the “intention” of the agreement) “set[s] forth the responsibilities and obligations of the Minister to the Congregation and of the Congregation to the Minister as we seek to dwell together in peace, to seek the truth in love, and to serve one another and the larger community.”  It includes the official and the unofficial workings of this community: how we make decisions and who gets included in the process, how we communicate and who gets left out, how we grow and how we change and how and whether we welcome the newcomer and how and whether we say goodbye to the one who leaves us.

In congregation, no less than in society, we are challenged and we are invited to examine and to understand the history in which this framework is rooted, and to hold it up to the light of this day’s problems and this day’s opportunities.  In congregation, no less than in society, we are challenged and we are invited to argue about our future – because we care about our future, we have a stake in our future, we have a stake in one another.  Will we do it?  Will you join me?

Every meaningful conversation begins in silence, in listening to the inner voice that speaks to us and through us.  Let us take a moment now, in silence, to gear ourselves up for the conversations that call to us.

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

Bell
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Blessed be and amen.

