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Reading:
In bleak nursing homes and vibrant college dorms, in crowded cities and spread out suburbs, Americans confront an ailment with no single cause or cure.

Some call it social isolation or disconnectedness.  Often, it's just plain loneliness.  An age old ailment, to be sure, and yet by various measures -- census figures on one-person households, a new study documenting Americans' shrinking circle of intimate friends -- it is worsening.

It seems ironic, even to those who are affected.  The nation has never been more populous, soon to reach the 300 million mark.  And it has never been more connected -- by phone, e-mail, instant message, text message, and on and on.

Yet so many are alone in the crowd.

[http://sunsite.utk.edu/FINS/loversofdemocracy/LonelyNation-2.htm]

Sermon

My husband had just started his new job and we were new in town.  There was a lot to get used to: new house, new neighborhood, new schools for the children, who were 13, 12, 9, and 5 that fall.  I had worked the last year in Ohio, but it was taking me a while to find a job here in Durham.  At the beginning at least, my role was to provide the stability at home: settle us in the house, settle the kids in school, help soothe their anxieties over being the new kids, help smooth over the inevitable acting out, find the grocery store and the doctors and the library.  And the church.  I had grown up in the Unitarian Universalist church, had worked as a Religious Educator in two congregations, but in the three years we had been in Ohio, there had not been a church nearby and we had very rarely driven the 35 or 40 miles to attend on a Sunday morning.  But here in Durham there was a Unitarian Universalist church right down the street.

It was probably October before I got there the first time.  The greeters were friendly and gracious; the Order of Service, with the chalice emblem on it, was familiar.  It was a pretty big church, so we could slip in pretty inconspicuously.  The hymnbook on the seat was the same one we had used at my childhood church, and in the two churches where I had worked.  I paged through it, finding in the songs and readings familiar words that I had not consciously known I had missed.  It was good to sing those songs, good to hear those words.  Something in me that had been hidden away, packed away in the move, silenced for three years and more, something in me began to respond to words and music, to the almost-forgotten comfort of being surrounded by people whose spirits were fed from the same springs that fed my spirits, whose voices rose up in the same songs.  Something in me leapt up in recognition, and at the same time, something in me softened and opened up.

And then the minister began his sermon, and he was talking about friendship.  In that sanctuary, with my habitual guard lowered, I began to allow myself to feel the grief of leaving Ohio.  With talk of friendship, I began to let myself miss Darcy, a woman I had worked with, the closest thing I had had to a friend in those Ohio years.  I revisited the jokes, the complaints, the anxieties we had shared so easily, so comfortably.  For twenty minutes as the sermon unfolded, my tears flowed.  Heaven only knows what the minister thought.  But there in church my soul was freed from the defenses I had put in place to protect it from bruising in the give and take of the everyday world.  There in church, I began to hurt – and I began to heal.
I count myself lucky that I had a long-standing connection to a religious community, so that when I found a Unitarian Universalist church in my new town, it was not so hard to go on a Sunday morning.  And so that when I did go, I had the comfort and the catalyst of familiar words and music as a bridge into that new community.  Not everyone is so lucky.  And I’m not just talking about church.

Our opening reading alluded to a progressive rise in social isolation, disconnectedness, and loneliness in America.  A study published in the American Sociological Review in 2006 asked nearly 1500 Americans about the network of people in their lives with whom they are able to discuss the things that are important to them.  Researchers compared the answers they recorded in 2004 with the answers to the same survey conducted in 1985.  The results are sobering.  Nearly one quarter of all the people surveyed in 2004 reported that they have no one – nobody in this world – with whom they could discuss important matters.  No one to call or have coffee with when bad news comes.  No one to celebrate a personal triumph or a new baby with.  Nobody there to help with a difficult decision.  No shoulder to cry on when they just feel lonely.

Among the other three quarters of the population, the average person has two people in their lives with whom they can and do discuss important matters (in 1985, the average was 3).  And these two people are most often family members – spouses and parents.  [Miller McPherson, Lynn Smith-Lovin, Matthew E. Brashears. “Social Isolation in America: Changes in Core Discussion Networks over Two Decades.” AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW, 2006, VOL. 71 (June:353–375)].  People are not cultivating and not participating in civic, neighborhood, or social networks of the face-to-face kind.  On-line relationships or Facebook friends cannot offer us the comfort of a listening ear, a reassuring touch, a soothing voice.  This leaves us increasingly vulnerable when family networks are disrupted by death, divorce, or relocation – and it leaves us with neither tools nor experience to draw upon in building new networks of friends and confidants.

So many, as our reading put it, are alone in the crowd.

For me, new to town in 1991, the church community offered a way out of isolation and into connection.  Over the next five years I joined the church, served on committees, moved into a paid position in the religious education program, and eventually found there my vocation as a minister – though none of this was apparent to me on that first Sunday.  What was apparent was that there, in that church, I encountered people with whom I could talk and sing and teach and learn.  There, in that church, I encountered a space in which I could let down my guard, spill my tears, ask my questions (I – and maybe some of you – have that in common with Raychel from our story this morning!).  A space in which I could reconnect with my own soul.  In truth, there in that church I found that I had to do these things, propelled from within by an impulse to growth and to healing and also supported and encouraged by the very nature of the spiritual community around me.  

You may have heard me say before that vital and healthy churches offer us circles of connection; of witnessing and companioning and shepherding their members through strangeness and loneliness, through sin and sorrow and disappointment, through bleeding hands and breaking hearts, to new beginnings and new possibilities.  And, vital and healthy churches hold their members in the face of the challenges of life, hold their feet to the fire in the face of human reluctance to change, offer hard hats for protection against the work of transformation, and offer sanctuary for the spirit weary and worn.  For this they need hands that are firm and gentle, hearts that are passionate and compassionate, heads that are clear-thinking, eyes that are clear-seeing. [from Transformational Ministry: Thou and How, my sermon preached here on August 8, 2010]. 
We can be that church for one another, and for some who are not yet here –some of those, among us and all around us who are living lives of disconnection and isolation and loneliness.  We can be that sanctuary, where defenses can come down and the soul can begin to be free.

We can be that community, in which people can connect with one another, building networks of friends and confidants.  But we aspire to more than just connection, more than what people could find in a book club, a country club, a neighborhood association, a class at the community college.  We aspire to be that place where people are held in the face of challenge, encouraged in the face of loneliness, and reconnected to their own souls.

Some of us here this morning are long-time members of this congregation.  Some of us are here for the first time.  Regardless, whether we enter this sanctuary as a familiar place, with long-time associations and connections, or whether we enter it tentatively, as strangers, I believe that each of us comes, every time we come, hopefully.  I believe that each of us comes, every time we come, seeking new associations, new connections, new vision and direction and purpose for our lives.  Each of us comes, every time we come, seeking recognition, and challenge, and, perhaps first and foremost, welcome.  The Rev. Richard S. Gilbert wrote these words of welcome; today, let me offer them to you, that they may touch your spirit, whoever you are:

We bid you welcome, who come with weary spirit seeking rest.

Who come with troubles that are too much with you, who come hurt and afraid.

We bid you welcome, who come with hope in your heart.

Who come with anticipation in your step, who come proud and joyous.

We bid you welcome, who are seekers of a new faith.

Who come to probe and explore.  Who come to learn.

W bid you welcome, who enter this hall as a homecoming.

Who have found here room for your spirit.  Who find in this people a family.

Whoever you are, whatever you are, wherever you are on your journey.

We bid you welcome.

We bid you welcome, yes.  And in truth, we bid one another welcome, for that is the nature of community.

Let us welcome one another, then, with hands and hearts, with eyes and ears and voices, with questions (like Raychel and me) and with silence.  Let us welcome one another with curiosity and with acceptance, with shared visions of what the world can be, with shared work to bring that world into being.  Today, and every day, let us welcome one another into this community that aspires (in the words of our mission statement, printed in your Order of Service) to build, both inside our walls and outside in the larger world, a community that fosters free religious inquiry and universal social justice.  Today and every day, over and over again, let us welcome one another into a community that aspires to practice freedom, reason, respect, love, growth, community, exploration.

These are our aspirations.  They are not always our reality.  Today and every day, these aspirations present us, individually and collectively, with opportunities for growth.  If we are to be the community we aspire to be, the community we can be, then we must, individually and collectively, dedicate ourselves to living together in openness and trust, in mutual expectations of honesty, in civility.  Today and every day, we must, individually and collectively, open our spirits and lift our eyes above the dailiness of tasks and trials, to engage with questions of ultimate concern: who are we, and whose are we?  How shall we live, and where do we look for wisdom, for inspiration, for guidance in our living?  What shall we make of this wondrous and terrifying world, and what does this world make of us?

The Rev. Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, spoke in 2009 about the seekers who come to Unitarian Universalist churches as visitors each week: 

Who are these people who come to our churches by the thousands? They are disconnected people who seek connection. They are looking for relationships with people who share their values. They are starving for true community—for religious community. They are people who are seeking to transcend the soul-destroying banality of consumer society. They want the depth and meaning that comes from being faithful to a vision that transcends their lives. They want to sing together and worship together. They want to join with others to work for change and to bear witness to an image of human life that involves compassion and stewardship of the web of life.

Many of our visitors have children. They are searching for a place where kindness, understanding and acceptance are taught—a place to join with others in raising their kids. They know it takes a village to raise a child. They come to us hoping we will be that village. [http://www.moralesforuuapresident.org/pdf/PCDKeynoteaddress.pdf]

Who are these people?  You, and me, and others who are not here yet.  Together, we can welcome one another.  Together, we can teach and learn, hurt and heal, connect and reconnect to one another and to our own souls.  Together, we can be that village.

Take time now, in silence, to be here.  To be.
The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

