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Reading:

Whose are we?  Whose are we, we who claim so many diverse approaches to what is of ultimate truth, and yet gather as a unified one?  Whose are we?  What or who do we serve, beyond the narrow interests of ourselves?  What transcends our small individual being, connecting us to the pulsing life of the universe we are a part of?  Is it energy, is it God, is it Love, or Justice, is it the people who surround us, the cloud of witnesses whose lives passed before us?  Whose are we? [“Whose Are We?” sermon by Rev. Sarah Lammert; UU Society of Ridgewood, NJ;February 1, 2009].

Sermon:

“Whose are we?”  It’s kind of an odd question.  I’ve been sitting with it for a couple of months, now.  It came to my attention because I am on the planning committee for this year’s gathering of the Unitarian Universalist congregations in eastern North Carolina, and the theme of that gathering is “Whose Are We: Walking Together, An Exploration of Covenant.”  I know something about covenant.  I know that the word “covenant” means “to come (or, loosely, to walk) together,” and I preached a sermon on the topic last June.  You may have heard talk about covenant around here: in the past six months or so the Board, the Leadership Council, the Leadership School graduates, and the Committee on Ministry have all talked about about the idea of creating a congregational covenant.  So, “Walking Together, An Exploration of Covenant” seems like a relevant theme for this gathering that will take place at our sister Fellowship in Wilmington on March 19, two weeks from yesterday.

But then there’s that odd question: “whose are we?”  How did that get in there?

The short answer is that the keynote speaker for the conference, the Rev. Laurel Hallman, is part of a team that is developing a curriculum, a framework, for a theological conversation that is beginning among Unitarian Universalist ministers, and the title of that conversation is “Whose Are We?”

A longer answer offers some background on that theological conversation.  “Whose Are We” is an opportunity for ministers “to practice talking together about what most deeply affects us as we live our individual Calls [to ministry]…”  It is a conversation about “the things we hold closest to our hearts and the commitments we make with our very lives.”  The ministers who are developing and refining this program anticipate that this conversation will enrich and deepen the theological and spiritual lives of participating ministers.  In preaching, in teaching, in the very quality of their presence and their interactions, these ministers will be able to share their growing richness and depth with their congregations.  And these congregations will in turn grow in depth and in numbers as together clergy and laity, long-timers and newcomers “find a clearer and more compelling articulation of what our religious movement has to offer.”  Through the medium of “Whose Are We,” “we will be able not only to talk about who we are as Unitarian Universalists, but what larger purposes we serve.”  All quotations, as well as our opening reading from the Rev. Sarah Lammert, are found in the “Whose Are We Facilitator Program” [March 2011, p. 8].

But there is a deeper response to my question about that odd question “whose are we,” and I find it a much jucier, much more inviting response.

Quaker educator Parker Palmer writes, in his lovely little book Let Your Life Speak, that Quaker teacher Douglas Steere “was fond of saying that the ancient human question “Who am I” leads inevitable to the equally important question “Whose am I?” – for there is no selfhood outside of relationship.” [Let Your Life Speak, p. 17].  Unitarian Universalist minister Victoria Safford expanded on this thought: “There is,” she writes, “no identity outside of relationship.  You can’t be a person by yourself.  To ask “Whose am I” is to extend the question far beyond the little self-absorbed self, and wonder, Who needs you?  Who loves you?  To whom are you accountable?  To whom do you answer?  Whose life is altered by your choices?  With whose life, whose lives, is your own all bound up, inextricable, in obvious or invisible ways?” [http://www.uua.org/documents/saffordvictoria/remind_us_brave_friends.pdf]
Wouldn’t you know it…more questions.  But such questions!  And such a movement that the questions invite: a movement out of the confines of the little self-absorbed self, out of the loneliness, out of the self-sufficiency, out of the safety, into – not new relationships but rather into a new awareness of the relationships that are there, that have been there, that in Sarah Lammert’s words, “[connect] us to the pulsing life of the universe we are a part of.”

The starting point was that odd question “whose are we,” but the truth is that each one of us can only begin by asking and answering and asking again Douglas Steere’s question, “Whose am I.”  This is where the ministers’ conversation begins, with people sitting in pairs, with one asking the other “Whose are you?” and waiting for an answer, and greeting the answer with an affirmation or a benediction, and then asking again, “Whose are you?”  For five minutes, the question and the affirmation come, again and again.

This week, I participated in just this exercise with a colleague, and I found myself deeply moved and surprised and, ultimately, shaken by what emerged from me, out of me.  In a quiet room we began, our voices soft:

“Whose are you?” she asked.

“I belong to those who love me.”

“Thanks be to God,” she said.

“Whose are you?” she asked.

“I am my congregation’s.”

“Thanks be to God.”

“Whose are you?”

“I am my parents’ my brothers,’ my children’s, my family’s.”

“Thanks be to God.”

“Whose are you?”

“I am heir to all human history, heir to all humanity.”  And I felt myself sit up straighter, taller, stronger.”

Thanks be to God.”

“Whose are you?”

“I am … love’s.”  My voice, now, was a whisper.

“Thanks be to God.”

“Whose are you?”

“Hope’s.  I am hope’s. I carry in me hope.”  And tears welled up.

…“Thanks be to God.”

What if I asked you, and then we both listened?  What might you say, I wonder.  Let me ask you now, and let us make a space for you to speak – a word, a phrase.

“Whose are you?” [Repeat until done].  [grateful acknowledgment to Rev. Pat Guthmann Haresch (personal communication) for this exercise with the congregation].  Respond each time with “May it be so.”

“Whose are you?”  Parker Palmer calls this “the question of selfhood,” and says that we must ask this question and answer it as honestly as we can, no matter where it takes us.  Only as we do so,” he writes, “can we discover the community of our lives.” [Let Your Life Speak, p. 17].  
And it is in the community of our lives that we come first to be ourselves and then to to know ourselves.  Now, not every relationship, not every community, is a nurturing one.  There are those – people, experiences, things or the absence of things – those in our lives that shape us in painful, hurtful, damaging or limiting ways.  But if we become willing, at some point in our lives, to be at once strong enough and vulnerable enough to ask and answer these juicy, inviting, challenging questions-of-self, then we can begin to discover “whose we are.”  And we can begin to draw, ever more deeply, on those connections to, those sources of, life itself.

The exercise is structured to teach us, or to remind us, that it is in community that we do this self-work, this soul-work.  We ask and answer the questions in pairs, our vulnerability protected within a partnership, our answers witnessed by our partner’s steady presence and affirming response: “Thanks be to God.”  “May it be so.”  This work is deeply personal, but it is not isolated, not disconnected.  It begins in relationship and it goes on in relationship.  Exploring “Who Calls Me” – out of myself, into service, into ministry.  Exploring the covenants that hold us in relationship.  Exploring faithfulness.  Discerning together.  This is not only the work of ministers, as you can testify.  Nor is it only the work of individuals.  It is my belief that we can apply the same process to congregations, and practice it in the community of congregations.
It is my hope that some such conversation can grow out of the Cluster gathering on March 19 in Wilmington.  On that day, or out of that day, could this congregation find a partner-congregation?  On that day, or out of that day, could we begin a conversation, asking each other “Whose are you?” and listening for the answers that rise up:  We are our ancestors’.  We are our founders’.  We are our children’s.  We belong to those who have not yet found us.  We belong to those who hunger for justice, for dignity, for healing and health and wholeness.  We belong to Unitarian Universalism.  We belong to the Earth.  We belong to the Spirit of Life.  On that day, or out of that day, could we – individually, collectively, communally – begin a process of growing in richness and depth?  Could we begin a process that would lead us to a clearer and more compelling articulation of what our religious movement has to offer?  Could we begin to see, and then to move, beyond the narrow interests of congregation-as-self, so that we will be able not only to talk about who we are as Unitarian Universalists, but what larger purposes we serve?

“Whose am I?”  I am hope’s.  I carry in me hope.  This vision of conversation blossoming into community shaping covenant, exploring faithfulness, discerning together – this is a part of the hope I carry in me.

“Whose are you?”

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

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

