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We need one another.  And so we gather in community.

In community, we reach out for comfort in times of mourning or fear – and we comfort one another.  We send flowers and cards and e-mails, make casseroles and phone calls, meet for tea or tears or mutual support.  We sing to one another.  We tell our stories.  We hear our stories.

Into community we bring our triumphs, our joys.  We throw parties and we celebrate new babies or new loves or new jobs or new grandchildren.  We take the time to remark on how well you are looking, or how fast that little one is growing, or how proud we are that you stuck with that course of study and now look at you – graduating!

In community we come together in common cause – to renovate that bathroom or insulate that ceiling, to teach and learn from one another or to support and sustain learning programs for those who will come after us; to choose new leaders, to write new policies or make new plans that lift up what is most precious to us, to struggle against injustice and to support the weakest among us.

In community we take the measure of our own strengths and our own limitations, and we join with others in relationships that have the power not only to let us, together, do more than we can do alone, but also to let us each, individually, become more than we can ever be alone.

And every community is a delicate network of individuals linked in intricate patterns of relationship, ever-changing as the individuals grow and change.  And every community is in balance, and in tension, between the needs of the one and the needs of the many, between the care for each and the caring for all.

The religious community is a special kind of community that takes as its central concern the religious question, “what does it mean to be human in the face of infinity?”  Variations on the question are nearly as numerous as are the ways and stages of being human.  Variations on the answers have led human beings over the millennia to seek and to find and to found a wide variety of religious traditions and religious communities.  Some point to divinity in every element of creation.  Some debate the existence of any dimension beyond the flesh-and-blood here-and-now.  Some recognize complex pantheons of gods and goddesses.  Some cleave to one God.  Some elaborate intricate theologies.  Some are like the practitioners of Shinto, in Japan, who say, “We do not have ideology, … We do not have theology.  We dance.”  [Campbell. 1962.  The Masks of God: Oriental Mythology. p. 476.]
The religious community is a special kind of community, but it is a community nonetheless.  Its members bring into community their sorrows and their fears – and are met with casseroles or carpools, with listening ears and heartfelt compassion, with prayers or rituals, with services of mourning or healing, with pastoral counseling or blessing or absolution, with grief groups or support groups.  Its members bring into community their triumphs and joys and are greeted with smiles or hugs or applause, with cakes at Social Time, with services of recognition or thanksgiving.  Its members bring into community some great purpose and the community responds with a fifth Sunday collection or a Mission Possible grant or a work party or a meal for homeless men or high school students.  And to nurture and sustain the community, there are by-laws and policies, Boards and committees, staff members and yard sales and Sunday School teachers and choir members and those who make coffee and bring food.  All of these, though often indistinguishable from the actions and activities of the civic or the secular community, are ways in which the religious community embodies its faith, putting belief into action, living out its vision of what it means to be human in the face of infinity.  These ministries are the eyes and the hands and the feet and the imagination and the muscle of the religious community.

And the heart of the religious community is worship.  Worship is the place where we humans, in all our finitude, meet the infinite.  Worship is the time when the individual is able to open up to that which is larger than any one alone; where – in the words of Jacob Trapp, “the window of the moment open to the sky of the eternal.”  [STLT #441].  Worship is the realization at a level deeper than thought or speech that we are connected to something greater than ourselves.  Worship is the recognition that the infinite includes and embraces and infuses us; that we are part and parcel of it, and it is part and parcel of us.  Worship reminds us how deeply we are connected; it is an experience of intimacy with that which is of ultimate worth.

The word “worship” comes from the Anglo-Saxon word for “worth,” and its true meaning is to shape or to celebrate worth.  For me, “a time of worship is, at bottom, a time to notice, to pay attention, to honor what in your life has worth.  The word, “worship,” and the practice, may apply to yourself and God, however you experience God – as a being, as a presence, as a force, as an interdependent web that holds you and all around you in living, pulsing tension and connection.  The word, “worship,” may apply to your experience or understanding of your relationship with the universe or some aspect of the universe – humanity, or creation; infinity, or mystery.  Worship may, in the last analysis, be love, in all love’s own mystery and complexity.  No matter how we structure the experience of worship, as we notice, as we celebrate by noticing, thus do we shape worth, giving it form and place in our lives, giving it ever-deeper meaning.”  [adapted from sermon “The W Word: Worship” at the Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, Feb. 27, 2005. © Rev. Sally B. White].
To worship is a universal human activity.  In moments when awe or wonder breaks through our preoccupation with the mundane, we are drawn into intimacy with what in our lives has worth – we are caught up in worship.  In all those moments when we most need each other: when we are confronted by death or despair or temptation, when we are swept along by accomplishment or triumph or joy, when we are drawn into intimacy with what in our lives has worth – then we are caught up in worship.

And – to worship is an intensely personal activity.  Each one of us connects with the infinite, the divine, the holy – the whole – in an absolutely unique way that reflects our unique experience, our unique spirit – and the richness of the mystery that is greater than we are.  To be drawn into intimacy with the infinite is to be opened up and to be vulnerable.  And so the central function of the worshipping community is to create and maintain a space in which openness and vulnerability and intimacy are possible, a space infused with trust and safety.

In many religious traditions, this physical and emotional and spiritual worship space defines and is defined by the identity of the community.  It is as though the community, in its worship life, says, “we are the ones whose ancestors were created here.  We are the ones to whom these stories were given, the ones who sing these songs, the ones who have this relationship with the gods – or with God.  We are the ones who speak this particular language of reverence, who know all the nuances, who are drawn into intimacy with the holy by these sights and sounds, these practices, these rituals.”  The worshipper is welcomed into the communal space, and the defenses that separate us from one another, that function to protect us from the hurly-burly of every day drop away, and we are free to open up, free to worship.  We are drawn into the collective experience, and, mysteriously, each becomes somehow as large as the whole community.

In the Unitarian Universalist religious tradition, the community is gathered not around common belief but around openness to a wide variety of beliefs.  Our tradition is a living one that draws from many sources.  Unitarian Universalist communities gather not around common stories but around the richness of stories that we bring in with us and that we write with our lives.  It is as though Unitarian Universalists, in our worship life, say, “we are the ones whose ancestors came from everywhere.  We claim not a common language of reverence but what we call a “free and responsible search for truth and meaning” that informs an ever-evolving conversation about reverence”.  And we say, “we are the ones who often seem to be arguing about semantics, for words matter to us as we plumb the nuances for common ground on which to stand together.”
This Unitarian Universalist gathered community, in which each member is a member by choice and not by birth or inheritance, is predicated on “acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations,” and as each separate member grows, the community is both enriched and diversified.  And when the identity of the community is derived from the identities of the separate members, we must be careful and creative in how we create and maintain a space in which openness and vulnerability and intimacy are possible, a space infused with trust and safety.

And so worship in a Unitarian Universalist congregation has a lot in common with the story of the six blind people and the elephant.  We gather, hoping to take the measure of this mystery that is larger than any one of us, larger even than all of us together.  And each of us who enters into the intimacy that is worship is able to get skin-to-skin with some aspect of the whole.  But know at the very beginning that each will have a different experience – a rope!  A wall!  A tree!  A spear!  And each is right.  And none is completely right, precisely because the elephant is very, very large, and because intimacy is very, very personal.

But the wisdom, and the possibility, of the religious community is in what can happen between the individuals.  For in the intricate pattern of relationships that creates community out of individuals is the potential for more than arguing and shouting, more than disagreement and dismissal.  In a religious community we can acknowledge that inherent in our humanness is a sort of blindness in the face of infinity; that each one of us can apprehend only what is right in front of us; and that what we can apprehend is such a small, small part of the whole.  In a religious community that honors the integrity and sensitivity and skillfulness of each member, we recognize that the worship experience is not complete until we have made room for putting the pieces together.  In such a religious community, those who lead worship approach the worship service as a conversation that offers (let us say) an elephant to the whole congregation for consideration, knowing that each individual member will engage with that elephant in a way that is unique.  Some will come to know the elephant through the words of the sermon, and others will feel the rhythm of the music, and others will reach out in the silence and others still will know what they know through watching the expressions on the faces around them.  And some will know with their minds and others with their hearts and others with their bodies and others still with their souls.  And there will be joy and pain and recognition and puzzlement and confusion.  And those who lead worship will know that each individual member will be right, and that none will be completely right.  And each individual member will know that his or her unique perspective is necessary to the completeness and the success of the whole enterprise.

Let me repeat that.  If we are to be successful in creating a meaningful worship experience, then we must create and maintain a space in which openness and vulnerability and intimacy are possible, a space infused with trust and safety.  And in that space, each individual member will know that his or her unique perspective is necessary to the completeness and the success of the whole enterprise.

The best way I know to do this is to engage, together, in what I will call an “integrating conversation.”  

If we stop short of the integrating conversation, then we are left with the arguing and shouting – a rope!  A wall!  A spear!  A snake!  You’re wrong!  You’re blind!  You’re not listening!  Sometimes this happens out loud.  Much more often, it happens in silence, in isolation, in the back of our minds as we walk away puzzled; or confused; or alienated; or angered by what we heard, or what we didn’t hear; or what we cannot believe.

It is the integrating conversation that not only puts the parts together, but also knits the community together.  It is the integrating conversation that strengthens the intricate pattern of relationships that holds the balance between the needs of the one and the needs of the many, between the care for each and the caring for all.  It is the integrating conversation that keeps us from spinning off into isolated, alienated individuals.  It is the integrating conversation that transforms “acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations” from empty words that promise community and deliver disillusionment into a living language of reverence that makes theologians of us all.  When the identity of the community is derived from the identities of the separate members, we must be careful and creative in how we create and maintain a space in which openness and vulnerability and intimacy are possible, a space infused with trust and safety.  The ways in which we invite the integrating conversation can allow for such a space.

In planning and leading worship, our worship committee and I are grounded in an understanding that in this congregation every perspective is different, and that the worship experience is not complete until the pieces have been put together.  Sometimes, but all too rarely, this happens in a spirit of discovery, at coffee hour or during the week, as people compare notes on what they experienced in worship, and how it felt to them.  Sometimes, for some people, the space of trust and safety does not hold, and intimacy is not possible.  When that happens, the bonds of community are tested, feelings run deep, and the integrating conversation must expand to include not only snakes and ropes and walls but also how we see and how we listen and how we care and what we need.

Recently, we have begun holding integrating conversations here in the sanctuary, beginning a few minutes after the service ends.  We take a few minutes to get a cup of coffee and greet those around us, and then we gather in a circle on the stage to talk together about how the service echoes in our hearts, our minds, our lives.  We go deeper together.  And in the process, we put together our separate pieces, and we knit together this worshipping, exploring, questioning community.  We call these conversations “After-Words.”  Perhaps, today, you will join us.

Let you and me enter into that conversation in the spirit of “acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregation.”  Let “tail people,” and “tusk people,” and “ear people” allow ourselves to risk hearing and being heard in good faith and in love.  Let us dare to trust in order that others might trust us.  Together, let us strengthen the bonds and enlarge the worshipping heart of this community, that it will be with us “all our lives, [when] we are in need, and others are in need of us.”

Let us take a moment of silence now, …to pay attention.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music
Blessed be you, and this beloved community.

Amen.

