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The Free Church

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

April 10, 2011

Reading:
Ultimately, the only freedom adequate to human dignity is the freedom to do what love asks of us.  And the greatest blessings of life come to us – and through us to all the world – when, with intimate and freely bonded companions, we are trying together to live with the integrity of faithful love. [Alice Blair Wesley. Our Covenant p. 38]. 

Debra’s words: 

Those founders of the Massachusetts Bay Company were Puritans who sought to bring integrity to their religious lives.  They were Pilgrims who undertook a holy journey across a cold, rough sea for their faith.  They were our direct spiritual ancestors.

The distinguishing characteristic of those free churches that they established was precisely the freedom to do what love asked of them (to return to the words of the reading that introduced our message this morning.)  In order to practice a religion with such freedom, they gave up homeland and hearth, they risked their lives and all their worldly possessions, and they founded communities organized around their free churches.  At the heart of these churches was a radical respect for the wisdom of the human spirit when it is engaged in a community of mutual inquiry into what is true, and what is right, and what is good.

Let me say that again.  At the heart of these free churches was a radical respect for the wisdom of the human spirit when it is engaged in a community of mutual inquiry into what is true, and what is right, and what is good.

This is very different from the elaborate and hierarchical organization of the Church of England, with its bishops and its Archbishop vested with the power to compel the people to go to this church and not to go to that one, and the power to formulate creeds and prayer books and liturgies for worship.  And although the founders of the Free Church movement looked to the Bible and its descriptions of egalitarian Christian congregations gathered in homes in Corinth and Ephesus and Philippi and Rome, the source of authority they focused on and committed to was not the Bible itself, but rather the early Christian practice of discerning together.

As it developed in the free churches, this mutual inquiry, this collective discernment, was practiced in talking and talking and talking, as one shared and another challenged and everybody learned together.  It was practiced in gadding about, as one community consulted with and counseled with another.  But, you see, the whole enterprise rests on the variety and the diversity of different insights, different experiences, different understandings, different leadings of the Spirit as discovered and discerned by different people and by different communities.  And these differences inevitably give rise to tensions, or to conflicts.  This mutual inquiry could be difficult and frustrating.  There might be – surely there would be – times when any one was tempted to walk away, to give up on those others who just didn’t get it – or at least, to give up on the conversation.  But the great value – the great value – was not the freedom to walk away but rather the freedom to walk together.  The great value – and here the distinction is subtle and it is all-important – the great value was not in freedom from external control, not in freedom from having to go to that yellow church or that blue church that didn’t suit your needs, but rather the great value was in the freedom to gather with others and to listen to their insights, freedom to dig deep inside to know what you believed – what you had to believe; freedom to do what love asks, freedom to live with the integrity of faithful love.

And so there needed to be some agreement, some understanding among the people, that protected this freedom to discern together.  There needed to be something that held the people in relationship, some agreement that was strong enough to protect the greatest value, which was the freedom to say what had to be said, to hear what had to be heard, without fear that someone who disagreed with you would silence you or ridicule you or walk away and leave you.

The word for such an agreement, freely entered into and honored above all because it holds us in right relationship with our greatest values, the word for that is “covenant.”  Our Puritan, Pilgrim ancestors entered into covenants that shaped and defined their religious communities.  In 1620, the Pilgrims organized the First Parish Church in Plymouth, Massachusetts with the following covenant: “We, the Lord’s free people, have joined ourselves into a church estate, in the fellowship of the gospel, to walke in all his wayes, made known, or to be made known, according to our best endeavours, whatsoever it should cost us, the Lord assisting us.” [Walter P. Herz, “Covenants” in Redeeming Time, p. 76].  

The First Parish Church in Plymouth, Massachusetts is the oldest continuous church in New England, and today it is a Unitarian Universalist church.  Walking together, its members may have evolved their theology but, 390 years after their founding, they continue to cherish and to protect the freedom to discern together, by mutual inquiry, what is true, what is right, and what is good.  The covenant – the promise to walk together not in spite of but rather because of differences of opinion – is the foundation of what we call congregational polity or, the congregational form of church governance.  The covenant rests, ultimately, on a fundamental faith and trust in the wisdom of the human spirit when it is engaged in a community of mutual inquiry.  And this fundamental faith is a theological cornerstone, a defining characteristic of what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.
The Rev. Alice Blair Wesley who, as Debra has already said, is not a historian but who is one of the foremost Unitarian Universalist students of covenant, writes, 

“…in the free church, each member is called to give utterance, to ask, say, explain, defend what is the truth she or he sees.  To be unforthcoming is to be disloyal, for how can we learn from one another without candor!  Each member is also called to yield the floor with humble courtesy, to listen, be open to, and try again and again to imagine what others see.  To be unwilling or to forget to hear is to betray, for how can we receive what others may impart without their counsel!  Our covenant is an abiding commitment to give and to receive counsel.”[“In the Beginning” in Redeeming Time, pp. 5-6.]

Our covenant protects and nurtures the freedom to give and receive counsel, and at the same time, the covenant reminds us of our responsibilities: to be forthcoming, to listen – in short, to participate in the process of mutual inquiry.  The free church is our church, and it is a place where we must – not may, but must – show up, take part in the conversation, talk and talk and talk and listen and listen and listen.  The process doesn’t work if we don’t work.

So how and where and why do we show up and take part, here at the Unitarian Coastal Fellowship?  How and where and why do we honor by our presence and our participation that great value that the Puritans and the Pilgrims and the free-church founders risked their lives and their fortunes and their sacred honor to live out?

Here at UCF, congregational polity is alive and well in every Board meeting, as our elected representatives speak and listen and try, together, to discern.  It may sound like they are trying to update the Long Range plan, or balance the budget, but don’t be fooled.  What is really under discussion is what is true and what is right and what is good for this congregation and its members, its mission and its ministry, its present and its future.  Here at UCF, congregational polity is alive and well in every Leadership Council meeting, where you and your peers who freely and voluntarily serve on congregational committees come together to speak and listen and try, together, to discern.  It may sound like you are talking about who is going to do what at the yard sale, or how and why we’re going to get this ceiling insulated, but don’t be fooled.  What is really under discussion is what is true and what is right and what is good for this congregation and its members, its mission and its ministry, its present and its future.  Here at UCF, congregational polity is alive and well in every worship service, where someone (or several someones) offer a message – they talk and talk and talk, and others listen and listen and listen.  And it may sound as though they are talking about The Free Church, or General Assembly, or Seeds of Change, but don’t be fooled.  What is really under discussion is what is the truth that the speaker sees, and how that truth might differ from what the hearer hears, and how we might talk and talk and maybe even gad about a little, and come to know more than any one or two of us knew we knew.

Beginning today, we’re going to try an experiment on Sundays.  The idea is called After-Words, and it is described in an announcement in your Order of Service.  When the service ends, take time to get a cup of coffee and greet others, and then consider coming back into the Sanctuary and joining in a half-hour conversation about what the morning’s service has stirred up in you.  How did words, or music, or silence, speak to your spirit?  What will you take with you into the week – or into the rest of your life?  What knowings of what is true, and right, and good, are awakened, or affirmed, or challenged in you?  Let us talk together, let us walk together, let us discern together, in freedom.

But first, let us take a moment of silence, together.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

