Service of Prayer and Healing

July 31, 2008

10

Welcome and invocation:

With a heart filled with sadness and with gratitude, I welcome you here tonight.

My sadness is rooted in the reasons for our gathering: that two people died, and another seven people were injured, and the lives of another 200 adults and 25 children were irreversibly touched by the sight and the sound and the bloodstains of violence during a worship service in their church in Knoxville, Tennessee last Sunday morning.  The church was a Unitarian Universalist church, and the gunman deliberately targeted liberals, but those facts are incidental to the trauma that touches all people of faith: the intrusion of violence into a time or worship; the violation of the one place where, we want to believe, we can bring our highest hopes, our deepest fears, our greatest vulnerabilities: the sanctuary of a house of worship.

My gratitude is rooted in your presence here: in the faith and courage that brings you into this sanctuary; in your willingness to reach out to one another in honesty and vulnerability, in need and hope and help.

I welcome you here with words spoken in Knoxville on Monday night, at a vigil held at the Second Presbyterian Church, next door to the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Congregation which was the scene of the shooting.  These are words from the Rev. William Sinkford, President of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations: 

It is a simple and a profound act of presence for us to be together tonight. To know that there is anger, and sorrow, and pain, and confusion in all of us to some degree.  And to say at some fundamental human level that we need to be together now.  Because if we cannot be together now, we will never find a way to be together.  Blessings on each and every one of you, on the churches where you attend, the synagogues, the mosques, and the places of worship where you find your spiritual nurturance.  [And] remember the importance of this place, and this night, and the hope that is here, in the presence of tragedy. [http://www.uua.org/news/newssubmissions/117463.shtml]
Let us begin our time together by kindling the light in the chalice that holds and carries the living tradition of Unitarian Universalism.  

Spirit of Life,

The flame rises up, fragile and delicate as Life itself,

Warm, and life-giving as Love,

Drawing us together.

May the light of this flame remind us


of the exquisite brightness of living in this world.

May its warmth remind us


Of the beating pulse of Love moving within us, between us, around us.

May our coming together be a blessing,


and a celebration,

Of light and warmth, 


living and loving, 


and the fragile web of connections 


that sustain and support us


all.

Amen.

Hymn

Spirit of Life  was written as a prayer.  It is one of the best-loved of Unitarian Universalist hymns, and one of the most comforting in its familiarity to this congregation and to many Unitarian Universalists.  At one after another of the hundreds of vigils and services being held across the country and around the world in response to the shootings in Knoxville, this hymn has been sung.  Please stand in body or in spirit and let us join our voices, and our spirits with one another and with those thousands of others in singing…

Hymn: Spirit of Life 
 #123

Context, prayers, and candlelighting

At 10:15 last Sunday morning, about 15 minutes after the start of the morning worship service, 58-year-old David Adkisson, entered the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Congregation in Knoxville and shot several rounds from a 12 gage shotgun before being overpowered by three congregation members.  On person, Greg McKendry, 60, a board member and usher, was killed at the scene.  Reports are that he deliberately stepped in front of the shotgun to protect others.  Eight others were wounded and taken to the hospital.  One, Linda Kreager, died later at the hospital, and three others remain in serious or critical condition.  This occurred during a production of Annie Jr. (a version of Annie for young people) by the youth of the church, so those on stage witnessed the shooting.  Other reports indicate that one woman stood ready to block the entry to the church’s quiet room so that the gunman would not be able to get to parents with small children.  The Second Presbyterian Church, next door to the Tennessee Valley Congregation, took the children into safety in their church, and made space available for counseling and planning in the aftermath.

Police found a four page letter from Adkisson stating his “hatred of the liberal movement,”  “Liberals in general, as well as gays.”  He specifically targeted the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church because of their liberal views, their social action work in support of gay rights, women’s rights, the homeless, political refugees, and the American Civil Liberties Union.  One of Adkisson’s ex-wives had once been a member of the church.

Members of the UU Trauma Response Ministry, Annette Marquis and Sue Sinnamon from the Thomas Jefferson District staff, and Bill Sinkford, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association traveled to Knoxville to provide support and resources and a steadying presence to the congregation in Knoxville and to grieving Unitarian Universalists around the world.  Police chaplains and members of other religious communities have stepped up to offer assistance.  On Monday night, the service of memory and healing filled the Second Presbyterian Church to overflowing.  Vigils and services of remembrance have been held, are being held, and are scheduled in houses of worship of many faiths across Knoxville, and in Unitarian Universalist congregations across the continent.  And people of faith are offering prayers of compassion and support.

Here with us tonight are several ministers who are our neighbors here in Carteret County.  They have come to pray with us in this time of sadness and fear.  I would like to invite first the Rev. Paul Stallsworth, vice-president of the Morehead City Ministers’ Association….

Anne Sims, Associate minister, Ann Street United Methodist Church, Beaufort…

We search our hearts and we find there fear.  We find there anger.  We find confusion, and a desperate attempt to make sense of what seems senseless, what seems life-denying in a place where people come to choose life, to affirm life.  For there to be healing, first we must know, and name, and care for these and all the other feelings that fill our hearts and shadow our souls.

Let this be a time for naming and sharing these feelings.  Let us, together, make in this place a time and a space of safety.  Let us risk trusting that what we say here can lead us to release and comfort, to peace and healing.  Each of us knows only what is in our own heart.  Together, we touch into the truth of human suffering, and divine compassion.  Come, open your heart to us, and through us to all that is holy.  Come, light a candle – one small spark.  Know that each additional candle, each additional word of fear or courage, hope or prayer, adds to the life and light, to the hope and love.  Come, tell us what is in your heart and on your soul tonight.

Sharing and candlelighting

Hymn: Comfort Me
We cannot work through this alone.  We cannot bring healing to the world, alone.  But we are not alone.  When we are at our weakest, when our defenses have been beaten down, then we can reach out for help, for support, for comfort.  And these things will come – from within, from between, from above, from all around us.  Let us sing a song of reaching out, and let us find comfort in the music and in the singing of it.  You will find words and music in the blue hymnbook supplement..

#1002  Comfort Me
comfort

sing with…

cry with…

hope with…

pray with…

comfort…

Prayers…

Pray with me, we sang.  And so, again, we invite our friends to pray with us.  Across differences of theology and practice, our prayers reach out to connect us in faith, in hope, in the Love that gives us life.

Time Havlicek….(?)

Violet Bailey…(?)

Closing Hymn:

In San Francisco in 1978, Harvey Milk, a gay member of the San Francisco City Council, was shot to death in City Hall.  San Franciscans gathered on the City Hall steps in sorrow, in outrage, in anger.  And singer Holly Near spoke to the crowd and reminded them that the way of healing, the way of love, the way of faith is not to answer violence with violence, for that not only perpetuates – even escalates the cycle, but that does damage to the fabric of human society and to the human spirit.  And then she led them in singing this song – in singing for their lives, and the lives of all who might be tempted to succumb to anger, to violence, to hatred.

Two members of our congregation thought immediately of this song when we talked of planning tonight’s service, and so we will sing it together as our closing hymn.  Please stand in body or in spirit, and let us sing together 

Hymn #170 (grey hymnal)

We Are A Gentle, Angry People
Benediction:
Please remain as you are, and join hands for our benediction:

Spirit of Life and Love,

Carry away our grief and our fears,


Held and healed in the embrace 

of all who stand with us here



of all who mourn with us, 

Carry out from this sanctuary into the harshness of the world


Our prayers, our hopes, our love

to of all whose lives were irrevocably touched by violence 

on a Sunday morning in Knoxville Tennessee



to all whose lives are shadowed by fear



to all who are in need of compassion

Glow in our hearts like the light of these candles


When we are gone from here.

May you go in peace

May you return in love.

Amen.

