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Giving to Grow (Canvass):

Nourishing Religious Inquiry and Social Justice

January 31, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:  Trees We Did Not Plant 

We build on foundations we did not lay. 
We warm ourselves by fires we did not light. 
We sit in the shade of trees we did not plant. 
We drink from wells we did not dig. 
We profit from persons we did not know. 
We are ever bound in community. 

Rev. Peter Raible, UU Minister


[http://nwuuc.org/index/Endowment]
Sermon:  Perhaps you’ve already seen the Canvass bulletin board in the Social Hall.  Its design of growing plants evokes the theme of this year’s canvass: “Giving to Grow: Nourishing Religious Inquiry and Social Justice.”  But the thing that drew my eye was the watering can, and the water droplets that represent financial pledges.  It is our pledges that sustain this hallowed ground, and nourish the growth of the hopes and dreams and community that are rooted here.  It is our pledges that water this fertile ground, and support the growth of our programs and services and relationships.

“This Unitarian Coastal Fellowship is at a crossroads,” Lee Miller says.

At a crossroads, we are confronted with several possibilities for the next leg of our journey: do we turn to the left, or to the right; do we go forward or retrace our steps?  At a crossroads, we encounter mystery, and magic, and fear.  At a crossroads, we must make a choice.

Framed in terms of the garden analogy, the choice before us now is whether we will plant our seeds and pray for rain, or fill up our watering can and irrigate these tender seedlings.

The seedlings I’m referring to are all the ways in which this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship is making a difference in this world.  We are making a difference in the realm of religious inquiry: in the lives of all of us who come here to worship, to meditate, to learn, to teach, to serve.  We are making a difference in the realm of social outreach: in the lives of those who receive the many gifts we give in service, and in the lives of those who offer service.

Week after week, our worship services are enriched by music played and sung.  The music budget pays for tuning the piano, for buying hymnbooks and choir music, for Ann’s salary.  Imagine what it would be like if we had better acoustics in the sanctuary, and a sound system that made it easy to hear clearly every word spoken and every note sung or played; if we had assisted listening devices for people who have trouble hearing!  Imagine our services if, from time to time, we invited an instrumental ensemble, or a Sufi dancer for a service on Islamic mysticism, or a cantor for a service during the Jewish High Holy Days, and we could offer to pay them!  Imagine that we had a screen for projecting the words of the hymns, or the pictures of a Story for All Ages, or a slide show as background to a multi-media worship service.  Imagine that we could darken the windows for a contemplative service, even on a sunny Sunday morning.  These things might be possible – if we had enough money that we weren’t just covering our bills, just getting by, just maintaining the status quo.  This is what I think it could mean for us to grow.

Last winter I helped to lead a class centered on David Suzuki’s video series “The Sacred Balance.”  On at least one of those winter evenings, six or eight of us gathered in the chilly social hall, and drew our chairs as close as possible to a space heater as we watched the film and discussed the ideas.  Imagine, instead, a large, warm, comfortable room, furnished with comfortable chairs enough to accommodate interested people from all over the community, with a stage or a projection screen so that all could see and all could hear.  Imagine that we had accessible restrooms – with heat in them!  Imagine UCF hosting a speaker series, or a concert series – who would you like to bring in?  At other times, this room could be the location for an English-as-a-second language class, or a tai-chi class, or for respite care for adults with Alzheimer’s.  It could be a community-wide collection point for clothing or books or pencils to be sent to children in Afghanistan, or to earthquake victims in Haiti.  We would have room to invite the men from the homeless shelter and the women from the transitional houses for thanksgiving dinner – or Sunday lunch.  We could become a place of focus in this community for intellectual exploration, for give and take on questions of moral and ethical and spiritual discernment and action.  These things might be possible – if we had enough money that we weren’t just covering our bills, just getting by, just maintaining the status quo.  This is what I think it could mean for us to grow.

This morning our children are continuing their study of labyrinths – an ancient and beautiful spiritual practice that involves the whole body in meditative or prayerful walking.  They are making finger-labyrinths, which they trace with their hands, in part because we just don’t have the room to set up a full-sized labyrinth for them to walk.  Imagine a labyrinth on our grounds, or a moveable labyrinth that we would make available to the public once a month.  This Unitarian Coastal Fellowship would become a gathering point for spiritual pilgrims from all over Eastern North Carolina, and I believe the energy they would bring with them would infuse this hallowed ground and bless and inspire everyone who passed through our doors.  Imagine our children walking the labyrinth, practicing yoga, working in a community garden, baking cinnamon rolls to serve at coffee hour, making dinner to take to the homeless shelter, learning Hindu chants.  Imagine two or three Sunday morning classes for children, each with their own teachers!  Imagine two or three adult classes studying Unitarian Universalist history, Haiku as a spiritual practice, music theory, microfinance,  – each in its own beautiful, quiet, comfortable space.  These things might be possible – if we had enough money that we weren’t just covering our bills, just getting by, just maintaining the status quo.  This is what I think it could mean for us to grow.

These are some of my visions for how this church might grow, nurturing and cultivating seeds of programs and ministries and services to one another and to the larger world.  Your visions may be different.

But life, and growth, are not sustained by accident, nor even by faith alone.  For those who plant their seeds and pray for rain to water them may well be confounded by seasons of drought, when nothing grows.  This past year has been such a season in the programs and the finances of this congregation.

And every gardener knows what it is to carry water to the seedlings.  This is what we are being asked to do here, now.  Gather the water – one drop at a time, one pledge at a time.  Be good and careful stewards of the water we have gathered.  Use it as we need it to slake the thirst of sturdy seedlings and towering trees alike, so that they may grow, and thrive, and bear fruit.  And lay down a foundation for a future church that will serve ourselves, if we are lucky, and our children and others we have not even met yet, if we are generous, and wise.

Some of you may be chafing at all this talk of money.  On a Sunday morning, in the midst of your busy life, you come to church for spiritual refreshment, intellectual stimulation, sustaining community, a time of rest and respite – and not for talk of money.  I’ve heard you say this.  I know it’s true.  But something else is true as well, and that is that if, once in a while, we do talk of money; and if, as a matter of course, we lay up stores so that it will be there when we need it; and if, as a matter of vision, we spend wisely and generously to nourish and sustain growth; then we, and all whose lives we touch, will be rich beyond dollars.  We will be rich in spirit, and in love.

Take a moment now, in silence, to imagine what can be, and what we can do to bring it into being.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music, a piece called “On Holy Ground,” will lead us out.
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Amen and blessed be.

