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Yes, I Will

Canvass Kickoff

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

January 30, 2011

Our choir anthem sets the tone this morning: “we are one.”  

Like unique and different pieces of cloth arranged and stitched together into a sturdy, warm quilt we, the members and friends of this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, in all the variety and diversity of our life-experiences, our interests, our talents – we are one.

We are one because we find, in this place and in this community, something that feeds us, fills us, comforts us; something that challenges us, grows us, deepens us.  Each one of us finds something here that draws us in and holds us; something that keeps us coming back; something that reminds us, in the words of our opening reading, “that we are not isolated beings / but connected, in mystery and miracle, / to the universe, / to this community / and to each other.”  And – each one of us, by virtue of who we are and how we are, brings something unique and precious into this community, shaping and changing the whole by our presence and our participation.

What these “somethings” are, that we give and that we receive, are surely different for each different one of us.  What these somethings are will be different – will change and evolve – for any one of us as circumstances change, and as we change.

But don’t take my word for it.  Instead, let us make a space right here, right now, for you to tell your truth, for us to hear each other.  Call out a word or a phrase that names something that you now give to or receive from this congregation; something that enriches you, that enlarges your life.

As people speak, I will record words and phrases to weave into the message and the closing words…

We are many: there is such variety (give examples from words or phrases called out)…

We are one: we have so much in common: (give examples from words or phrases called out)…

But like the quilt in our story, the “one” that we are is more, even, than the sum of our many parts.  The richness and the value of this congregation, this gathered community, comes not just from the truth that some of us can bake really good cookies and others of us can build a bathroom and others can mow a lawn or prune a bush or sing a song or shape a pot – and each of us can apply the wisdom needed to do those things to our relationships with each other and our way of moving in and through the world.  The richness and value of this gathered community comes not just from the fact that some of us are good planners and some of us are good organizers and some of us are like worker bees – tell us what to do and we’ll stick with the job until it’s done.  No, the richness and value of this congregation have their roots in the very connections that – to reverse the order in this morning’s reading – link us to each other, to this community, and to the universe.

For we are one.  Rooted deep in human nature is a connectedness, and a need to be connected.  We breathe in air, we take in food – we cannot live in isolation and still survive.  We are born and raised in family groups – we cannot live without human contact and still be healthy.  We gather in communities that create and preserve cultures: ways of being human that are precisely adapted to the physical environment around us, ways of being human that protect us and preserve us and shape us.  We cannot live without community and still know who we are.

When we walk, when we sleep, when we rise, we are one – each one of us fundamentally like each other one of us, world without end, amen.  When we cry, when we run, when we stand, when we fall – know it or not, like it or not, we are one.

But when we know this oneness, when we embrace this interdependence, we begin to be intentional about our community, and about our culture.  Then we shall love one another, and we shall care for each other, and we shall know that when we hurt another, we hurt ourselves.  We are one.  And when we are intentional about shaping and reshaping our community, then these words of knowing shall be forever within our hearts, holding us in the face of challenge, strengthening us in times of tears, of fear, of darkness and cold and loneliness.  And we shall teach these words of knowing, we shall teach this truth of interdependence to our children – with our actions and our words, with stories and with quilts, with love and, most of all, with hope.  We are one.

When we are lucky enough, we have the freedom to create and sustain a community that feeds us, fills us, comforts us.  When we are wise enough, we have the courage to create and sustain a community that also challenges us, grows us, deepens us.  A place like this, a community where challenge and sanctuary meet in the diversity and the mutual commitment of the many members, is a living example of a Free Church.  And the irony is that this kind of Freedom is not free.

The Free Church movement has roots in the Protestant Reformation 

The Puritans’ chief reason for leaving England is often framed as a search for “religious freedom,” but what that means is that they chafed at the English system of “established religion,” which made the Church of England the official church of the country, required every citizen to pay taxes to support the local church, and eventually, required every citizen also to attend the local church and no other.  The Puritans experimented with a new way of organizing churches – Free Churches – that rested not on the authority of the State Church but on the considered judgment of the members, deeply and humbly and deliberately searching their own minds, their own consciences, their own understandings of what was right and good and true not only for themselves but for the whole community – the community freely gathered in like-minded searching and in a spirit of mutual respect and trust.  Unitarian Universalist minister Alice Blair Wesley, speaking about the organization of the first Free Churches in America, describes their founding principles in this way:

These laypeoples’ central conclusion, from … weeks of discussion, was this: Members of their new free church should be joined in a covenant of religious loyalty to the spirit of love.  And once the members were joined in a covenant, of their own writing and signing, the members’ loyalty in the church should be only to the spirit of love, working in their own hearts and minds.  No one – not the Governor, not the General Court, not even members of other similarly covenanted churches – would have any authority in the local free church.  They were not sectarian loners. … They thought they should and they did seek counsel from neighboring churches.  Yet they were very careful to make sure everybody understood that they would seek and consider counsel from others often, but accept rulings or commands contrary to their own experience of the spirit – never.” [Alice Blair Wesley. Our Covenant. p. 22]. 

This demanding, collaborative, covenantal free church was not the only kind of church organized in the American colonies, and several colonies (and later, states) did recognize “established” churches, sanctioned by the governor and the court, and supported by tax money.  Free churches were allowed to exist alongside the established churches, but their members were required to pay taxes to support the established churches, and the free churches could not draw on public funding to maintain buildings, fund programs, or pay staff salaries.  The money for that had to come from the voluntary contributions of the members.  The free church was not free.  It still isn’t.

In a community of churches affiliated with denominations that help to pay operating costs, the Unitarian Coastal Fellowship is a free church.  And that freedom is not free.  Every dollar that we spend to maintain our building, to keep the heat and water on, to print our newsletter and Sunday morning Orders of Service, to buy pamphlets and hymnbooks and choir music and coffee, to run the church computers and keep them connected to the Internet – every dollar comes from the voluntary contribution of the members and friends of this congregation – from you and me.  Every dollar that we spend to fund programs – books and art supplies and tables and chairs for religious education – or voluntary simplicity – classes for children and for adults, support for our many Social Outreach projects, materials for Sunday morning worship, flowers and cards for those who are ill or mourning or celebrating, start-up money for something new – every dollar comes from the voluntary contribution of the members and friends of this congregation – from you and me.  Every dollar that we spend to pay Debra Guthrie’s salary as Religious Education Administrator, and Ann Odell’s salary as Music Director, and my salary as minister - every dollar comes from the voluntary contribution of the members and friends of this congregation – from you and me.  The freedom that makes this church the nurturing and challenging place that it is – that freedom is not free.

And because our free church is not free, each year we take time to stop and pay attention to the quality of the fabric of this community, stitched together from all the beautiful pieces that are you, and you, and you, and me.  Each year we take time to examine and reexamine the connections that hold us together, the threads and the stitches that make of the many patches one sturdy, warm quilt.  Each year we recommit ourselves to supporting and sustaining this free church with all the things that we give, and all the things that we receive, not the least among them the money that is necessary to maintain our building, fund our programs, and pay our staff salaries.  We call this annual time of self-examination and self-evaluation and recommitment … our annual Canvass.

Perhaps some day we will realize Geoff’s dream of ongoing self-examination, ongoing awareness, ongoing stewardship that sustains us without an annual Canvass.  But until that day comes, let us make the most of this recurring invitation and opportunity to identify and to celebrate and – better yet –to expand and to grow what we are giving to and what we are receiving from this demanding, collaborative, covenantal, nurturing, challenging free church.  During this Canvass month, which begins February first, let us strengthen the connections that hold us together by answering YES to the invitation of the Canvass committee: Yes I will strive to give and work to receive the most I possibly can to and from my congregation.  Yes I will be intentional about shaping and reshaping this community.  Yes I will embrace the interdependence that makes us one.

Your invitation is in an envelope and ready to pick up in the Social Hall as soon as our service is ended this morning.  Within the next two weeks, a member of our Canvass team will arrange to visit with you to talk about the leadings of the spirit of love with regard to your own spirit, and the health and direction of this free church, and they will also collect from you, in a sealed envelope, your financial pledge for the support of our ministries for the coming year.  Members of the Board and the Canvass team have already been Canvassed, and their financial pledges total $

, which is 

% of our hoped-for pledge total of $87,000.
But let’s not wait for the Canvass conversations to begin listening to the leadings of your spirit.  Instead, let us make a space right here, right now, for you to tell your truth, for us to hear each other.  Call out a word or a phrase that names something new, something more, something larger that you want to strive to give to or receive from this congregation; something that will enrich you, that will enlarge your life.

As people speak, I will record words and phrases to weave into the closing words…
Let us take a moment of silence to hear the echoes of our words, spoken and unspoken.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

