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Reading:
Our opening reading comes from my sermon last week, in which I explored the topic of civility:

I believe that this community, [this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship] can become a place of civility.  And by that I mean a house of freedom and safety, a house of friendship and truth-seeking, a house of honesty and trust. 

And I believe that the courage to travel the difficult path to civility, and the strength to do the difficult and often painful work of civility, require the strength of community.  They require that, in community, we take the enormous risk of trusting – ourselves, and one another.  They require that, in community, we cultivate a practice of mutual accountability.  And most of all, they require that, in community, we accept that every one of us makes mistakes.  But mistakes are not the end of civility, but rather the beginning.  As we live and breathe, we make mistakes.  What matters is what we do AFTER we make a mistake.  And in a community that becomes a place of civility, in community we forgive ourselves and each other, and we begin again in love.

Sermon

Last week, I suggested that, in a world of increasing ideological polarization, where people are beset by ever-more information, by a growing sense of powerlessness, by the fear and anxiety and anger that powerlessness gives rise to; in a world where we encounter ever-more rudeness and incivility in our daily interactions, some people look to the church to offer an alternative experience.  And I suggested that this church might, with dedication and hard work, become such a place: “the utopia we want to participate in, the haven we yearn to find as we cross the threshold into religious community.”

We might become such a place, but we are not that place yet.  Last week, we acknowledged that even here, some of us have – sometimes – felt that we had been treated with incivility – even inadvertently or unconsciously.  And we acknowledged that even here, some of us have – sometimes – felt that we had treated others with incivility – even inadvertently or unconsciously.

We might become such a place, but it will not be easy.  The challenge is located in the nature of human nature, in the nature of religious community, and in the paradox that is the intersection of the two.  For religious communities are, by definition, made up of individuals, and individuals have, first and foremost, a deep need to be seen, heard, valued and validated.  It is this core human need that bring us together into relationship with one another in families and in networks of community.  It is this core human need that draws us into religion – for religion is that which reminds us that we are connected to something larger than ourselves.  It is this core human need that brings us together, in searching and in awe and in wonder, into religious communities.

Any community is enriched by the diversity of its members, and in a robust and vital religious community, individual members are affirmed and supported in exploring, claiming, deepening, and living out of their unique and different identities: different ideas, different experiences, different ways of knowing and responding to the world, different styles of communication.

But in that diversity lie the seeds of tension: creative tension at best, that distills out of diversity ever-new syntheses of insight and understanding.  At worst, however, tension in a religious community can result in a failure to honor that deep spiritual need to be seen, heard, valued and validated, and this not only rends the fabric of the community but, far more seriously, it carries the potential to do spiritual harm in precisely the place where the yearning soul has come in hope, in faith, in vulnerability.

There is holiness in paradox, a sort of crossroads in logic where seemingly contradictory ideas intersect.  Here we are presented with possibilities, and here we are compelled to make a choice about how we go forward – even if the choice is to continue traveling in the same direction we’ve been traveling.  Again and again in community we are challenged to work out in practice the delicate balance between nurturing strong and vital individuals and sustaining the interests of the community.  The pitfall is the danger of either/or: either strengthening the community at the expense of individuals, who then, in order to protect themselves, leave the community feeling drained, or disillusioned, or damaged; or satisfying the needs of individuals at the expense of the community, which is then weakened or depleted.  The holy work is the work of both/and: strong individuals build strong community, which builds strong individuals.

How do we do this holy work?  Last week I said that in community we can figure it out.  I have some ideas, I said, and I have some life experience, and I’ve done some reading.  You have some ideas, I said, and you have some life experience, and I hope that you – every one of you, whoever you are – will bring those with you not only into this service, but also into the ongoing conversation that is the religious life of this congregation.  Because the holy work of living into our potential as a strong and vital religious community which is a place of civility, honor, respect and trust is the work of relationship, and that we must undertake together.

There is history here.  Unitarian Universalists trace our roots to the very beginning of the Protestant reformation, to individuals and small communities who began to question the teachings of the established church not only in matters of belief and practice but also in matters of the proper structure and function of the religious community itself (this is called ecclesiology: the branch of theology that studies the nature, structure, and functions of the church).  In the years immediately following the invention of the printing press, when Bibles were among the first books printed, our religious forbears read the Bible for themselves and concluded that the earliest churches were organized without the benefit of popes, bishops, or even priests.  In Poland, in Transylvania, in England, Germany, Holland and then in America, they undertook to organize churches that drew not on an ecclesiastical hierarchy but rather on the collective wisdom of their members, who in turn drew on their reading of the Bible, their use of reason and good judgment, filtered and focused through the considered advice and counsel of one another in a form of church governance called “congregational polity.”  Congregational polity today is practiced by Baptists, Congregationalists (United Church of Christ), Mennonites and other Anabaptist churches, Jews, most Muslim mosques in the United States, many nondenominational churches – and Unitarian Universalists.  

The key element here is a religious community in which power and authority rest in a process of individual insight and wisdom filtered and focused through the considered advice and counsel of other members of the community.  This religious community- this one, right here – is the embodiment of our holy paradox.  It draws its vigor from the diversity and strength of its constituent members – you, and you, and you, and me – each bringing a unique and irreplaceable contribution to the process of discernment about how we live our faith together.  It draws its vitality from our ability, singly and together, to place our individual interests and needs in the context of the larger interests and needs not only of the group but also of the collective purpose that brings us together – our reason for being, our mission.  And it draws its flexibility from the connections that hold us in relationship, and which we sustain only when we hold ourselves and each other in respect; in trust; and in a willingness, when we feel ourselves or each other defaulting into impatience or incivility, over and over and over again to forgive, and to begin again in love.
This kind of vigor, vitality, and flexibility do not just happen because we call ourselves a religious community.  Like every other social system, congregations develop norms of behavior – silent, unspoken, unwritten rules by which they live.  In his book Behavioral Covenants in Congregations: A Handbook for Honoring Differences, the Rev. Gilbert Rendle describes some common examples of less-than-healthy norms that he has encountered in consulting with congregations of all denominations.  Let me read you a few, and invite you to raise your hand if you have ever encountered behavior like this in any church you have participated in.

In the realm of decision-making: 

· All of our decisions must be unanimous; therefore we don’t say what we really think, nor do we disagree with one another.

· Once a decision had been made by the governing board, members of the board are free to tell people in the congregation that they disagree with the decision and didn’t vote for it.

In the realm of conflict:

· We believe conflict is bad so we never tell others when we disagree with them.

· When there is a conflict, we expect our clergy to back down and to apologize to whomever is hurt or angry.

In the realm of complaints:

· When someone complains, we stop everything to try to figure out a way to make that person happy; therefore anybody in the congregation has the power to stop us with a complaint.

· People are allowed to complain anonymously in our congregation so that we often know that people are upset, but we don’t know who they are. [Rendle. Behavioral Covenants in Congregations: A Handbook for Honoring Differences. pp. 118-19.]
Now, I’m not saying that this is us – though one or two of these descriptions remind me of one or two things that have happened in this church a time or two in my seven years here.  And some of us indicated last week that we had once or twice experienced something less than civility in this church.  So… something like these scenarios happens here.  In my judgment, these unhealthy norms paint a picture of avoidance, rather than openness; of fear, rather than respect; of manipulation rather than trust.

But norms, you will remember, are unspoken, unwritten, often unconscious patterns of behavior developed over years and passed along from generation to generation by example.  It is possible to prevent unhealthy norms from developing, and it is possible to replace unhealthy norms with new patterns of health, and wholeness, openness and respect and trust.

If only it were as easily done as said.  If only I, your minister, could wave my magic wand – if only you, in all your strength and vitality, could wave your magic wands and, in the name of all that is holy [wave wand] transform our every conversation, our every meeting, into an encounter in which each of us feels seen, heard, valued and validated.  Did it work?  No?  If only.

The truth is, this is the place where the hard work comes in.  And this is the place where the hard work pays off.

For there is healing in the very fact of recognizing in community, that every one of us makes mistakes.  As we live and breathe, we make mistakes.  That is what those unhealthy norms are – they are mistaken ways of building false community, founded on avoidance, fear, and manipulation, yearning for openness, respect and trust.  But what I know – and I believe that you do, too – is that mistakes are not the end of civility, and not the end of community, but rather the beginning.  What I know  - and I believe that you do, too – is that what matters is what we do AFTER we make a mistake.

Last week I said that in a community that becomes a place of civility, after we make a mistake, then in community we forgive ourselves and each other, and we begin again in love.

But we cannot forgive what we do not acknowledge.  And what will make it possible for us to acknowledge our mistakes is being able to trust ourselves and one another, and to trust that inside these walls, inside this gathered community, we will indeed be able to forgive, and be forgiven, and then begin again in love.   And what will make it possible for us to trust is, first of all, to experience being seen, and heard, valued and validated.  If we can do this for ourselves and for one another, all the rest follows.

We begin, then, with one another.  Together, we practice sitting down and reasoning together, saying what we feel and what we want, saying what we fear for ourselves and each other, beginning to begin to listen [from today’s call to worship; STLT reading #585].  Then, together, we look at the unspoken, unwritten rules that we are living by, and what those rules tell us about our fears, and the things that we have learned to avoid.  Then, together we write down not rules but promises that tell ourselves and one another what we really want and what we need to govern our behavior, ones that will keep us safe, and whole, and healthy, and we call these promises a covenant.  And when we have written a covenant, then together, in community, we make a ceremony of saying out loud, to ourselves and to one another, these promises we have written down, no longer silent and unspoken and unwritten, and we make of them a daily spiritual practice of seeing and being seen, hearing and being heard, valuing and being valued.  And each time we make a mistake, we use these written promises to call ourselves and each other back into covenant, back into right relationship, back into healing and health and wholeness.

Magic wands cannot do this for us.  This is the place where the hard work comes in.  And this is the place where the hard work pays off.

If you are willing, together we can begin in the fall the work of writing a covenant for this congregation.  Our Board of Trustees has written one each year for the past three years, in a process very much like the one I have just described.  

Turn with me to reading number 473 in the back of your hymnbook, and let us read together one covenant, written for the Unitarian Church in Quincy, Illinois by the Rev. James Vila Blake, minister there from 1877 to 1883.

Love is the spirit of this church, and service is its law

This is our great covenant:

To dwell together in peace,

To seek the truth in love,

And to help one another.

Take a moment now, in silence, to begin to begin to listen to the wisdom that is inside of you.  And to the wind that speaks through you.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

