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You Put Your Whole Self In
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Reading:

Young Unitarian Universalist Sienna Baskin once wrote, “Although games are a wonderful way to socialize, they can also fulfill other goals of successful [church] programming.  They can be a vehicle for learning, leadership, worship, and even social action.  Games remind us that the spirit of fun can permeate everything we do, and that fun can be full of meaning.” [from deep fun: a compendium of YRUU games.]

Message:

Seems like I’ve always known the Hokey-Pokey song.  But the one time I actually remember doing the Hokey Pokey dance, it was with a group of people I had never met before, never saw again.  

I was in high school.  Since I was planning to be a social worker when I grew up.  I sought out opportunities to learn and to practice social-worker kinds of things.  For several months I volunteered at a nursing home on Saturday mornings.  One summer I worked at a day camp for inner city children who were bussed each morning to a church in the suburbs, and bussed home each afternoon.  One winter Saturday I went with a couple of other teens from my suburban Unitarian Universalist church into the city of Cleveland for a work day shared with African American teens from the city.  At the end of that work day, we gathered in a church basement for dinner and a “mixer.”  It was the Hokey Pokey that mixed us up!

It mixed us up when, at the end of each verse, everybody turned themselves around and I did, too – but they all seemed to be turning one way, and there I was, going the other way!  You can quick turn the other way – but somehow you’re already laughing.  It mixed us up when the dance had gone on for a while, and one or two of us started to get our left and our right confused – and the more tired we got, the funnier it seemed, and the easier the laughter came.  It mixed me up because I was such an earnest and serious child, and under ordinary circumstances “getting it wrong” would be embarrassing and painful and would make me pull back in self-protection.  But somehow here, with music playing and everybody else being silly, too, getting it wrong was all right, and maybe more than all right.

It’s been a long time since that winter day.  I could never find that church again, don’t know who those other people were, don’t remember what work we did together – but I still remember the breathlessness, the silliness, the laughter.  And I still remember the revelation that sometimes it is all right, and maybe more than all right, to get it wrong, because sometimes, being out of step with everybody else is the very thing that makes it fun.

Revisiting the reading that opened this message, “Games remind us that the spirit of fun can permeate everything we do, and that fun can be full of meaning.”
It’s the meaning I want to talk about this morning.  Now I know I’m not the first to do this.  The great philosopher Jimmy Buffett has already done that, in his song “What if the hokey pokey is all it really is about?”  His conclusion?  “Maybe it's all too simple / For our brains to figure it out / What if the hokey pokey / Is all it really is about?”

But Jimmy Buffett is talking (or, singing!) about the whole universe, asking whether life itself might be just a cosmic joke.  I’m talking about something much more down to earth: about religious community in general, and this religious community in particular.  How do we create religious community, and why?  How do we sustain religious community, and keep it fresh and vital and – yes – fun?  How do we balance the needs and the interests of the individuals who make up this community with the needs and the interest of the community itself, weaving one into many and many into one?  Is it, perhaps, by dancing?  Is it possible that The Hokey Pokey IS, really, what it’s all about?

How do we create religious community, and why?

Perhaps more than many other religious people, Unitarian Universalists value the individual search for spiritual truth and meaning.  Perhaps more than many others, we demand the freedom to be religious each in our own way, to ask our own questions and find our own answers.  Often, it seems to me, we see our congregations – our religious communities – as places that protect the autonomy of the individual against any pressure towards conformity or uniformity in religious matters.  Our congregations covenant together to affirm and promote “the free and responsible search for truth and meaning,” and “the right of conscience…within our congregations and in society at large.”  Often, it seems to me, this emphasis on individual freedom and autonomy outweighs the value we place on the religious community itself.

But in my way of thinking, in my own understanding and practice of religious freedom, the religious community is essential to religious freedom, not because it give me space to search and to practice on my own, but rather because it does not leave me alone.  It doesn’t let me take the easy way – the lazy way – through life.  A couple of years ago, in a sermon, I characterized the religious community as the place where we hold one another in the face of challenge.  What I mean by that is two opposing and complementary things.  On one hand, when life confronts us with a challenge that we cannot or want not to face alone, then the religious community is there to hold us and to face it with us.  We open ourselves to this kind of holding and being held each Sunday as we share our joys and sorrows.  On the other hand, when life confronts us with a challenge that we just don’t want to face at all, and we are tempted to turn our back, to walk away, to ask that the cup be taken from our lips – then the religious community is there to keep us from running away; to give us the courage and the support and the strength to face what needs to be faced, to learn what is there to be learned, to grow and to deepen spiritually – sometimes in spite of ourselves.

This is the transforming power of community.  When, left to our own devices, we might falter, the religious community will empower us to do more than we ever thought we could do.  When, left to our own devices, we might let ourselves be self-satisfied, be complacent, be comfortable in the familiar and the non-challenging, the religious community will challenge us to try a new way and, maybe, to become a new us.  When the music asks us to put our whole selves in, the religious community is right there with us, jumping in, turning around, laughing with us, making it fun – and teaching us that fun can be full of meaning.

But a religious community does not arise spontaneously, nor is it magically self-sustaining.  It takes its strength, its substance, its energy, and its direction from all of its members.  The free religious community, the Unitarian Universalist religious community, asks of each member that we show up; we participate; we dedicate ourselves to the larger enterprise which is the community, and not just to following our own spiritual path.  We talk of individual spiritual practice – regular actions or activities that we undertake in search of connection to that something larger that gives our own small lives context and meaning – or, as a teacher of mine [Arvid Straube] once said, “setting our sails to catch the wind of the divine.”  Such regular spiritual practice is important, for it helps us to develop and to deepen our own spiritual health and insight, and gives us something to bring to the common table.

And the common table is the religious community, with the power to hold us in the face of challenge, and the power to transform us.  The religious community, too, is created and sustained by the regular participation and the regular contributions of all of its members.  We come together to worship together, to sing together, to participate together in moments of silence that touch into the very heart of all that is holy, sharing together the sacred space that is the presence of this community in the world.  Each time we gather, we renew and we strengthen the community itself.

But beyond the mystical, this religious community has an entirely mundane dimension (I told you I was talking down to earth, and not just cosmic!).  I’m talking about this building, with its furnace and its light fixtures and its water pipes and its lawn and sidewalks.  I’m talking about all the ways in which we reach out beyond these walls into the local world and the larger world: feeding the hungry, helping to shelter the homeless, building schools, acting and speaking in the world as a voice for Unitarian Universalism and for free religion and for those whose voices are muffled or muzzled or overruled.  I’m talking about the ways we teach our children, and the spaces we hold open for the children yet to come.  I’m talking about the groups to whom we offer meeting space, and the programs we present for the community.  I’m talking about the hundreds of demands on the limited resources that we have at our disposal, and the choices that this religious community is called upon to make month after month and year after year about how best to use these resources: time, space, money; volunteers, staff; compassion, empathy, passion and caution.  These choices, about how this religious community will be in the world, about how we will spend the resources that we have, about how we will gather to us more resources: not time, for time is finite, but people, and money, and human energy, and human caring – these choices are the spiritual practice of this community, and they are what keeps this community alive, what keeps it fresh and vital and – yes – fun.  Now bear with me here, for I’m going to go out on a limb and tell you that these choices are like…the Hokey Pokey, asking us – the religious community, this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship – to put our whole selves in, and to turn ourselves around, and to risk getting it wrong or feeling silly, and discovering that that, too, is all right.
But because this religious community takes its life and its strength and its direction from all of its members, then it is vital to the health of the community that all of its members get into the dance!  Not all in the same way, for it works best when different ones of us bring different things to the common table.  But just as participation in religious community is essential to religious freedom, and to the personal transformation that is religious growth and life and health, membership in a religious community that is fresh and vital and – yes – fun – is not a spectator sport.  Members cannot just sit back and let someone else or everyone else dance, for without active participation, your connection to the community weakens and withers and fails to sustain.

Now, the dance itself reminds us that we are not always “in.”  You remember the words:  the first line is “You put your right arm in.”  And the very next line is …(say it with me)…“You put your right arm out.”  That is the nature of dances – you are not doing the same thing all the time, but rather, you are engaged in a rhythm, a weaving of in and out, of turning and standing still, of light and shadow – the wholeness of our lives.  But if you are dancing, then you are always doing something.  And, more to the point, you are always paying attention to what the music is asking, to what is needed, to the larger pattern swirling around you, to the great and astonishing dance in which we move.  And when its time to turn and you do; when its time to put your whole self in and you do; then you discover that somehow you really are a part of the dance, really a part of the community, really a part of the fun.

Now there are those in this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship who have recently begun to worry about the life and the health of this religious community.  One of the steps in the ongoing dance that is the life of this community is the work of the Board of Trustees – the ones who are called upon to hold the larger vision of how this religious community will be in the world, how we will spend the resources that we have, how we will gather to us more resources: people, and money, and human energy, and human caring.  In a very real way, it is the Board of Trustees that leads the spiritual practice of this community, defining and shaping and deepening and broadening the way that our down-to-earth congregation meets the challenges that define us.  But the Board has been operating for the past seven months without a Vice President, whose term is an apprenticeship for a term as president.  Beginning in April, we will also be without a Treasurer.  The Nominating Committee has been unable to find candidates willing to “put their whole selves in” and say “yes” to serving in these positions.  There are those who fear that the Fellowship has lost its focus, its sense of excitement, its sense that important work and important opportunities await us and call us into a lively future.  There are those who fear that too many in our congregation want to be spectators rather than participants in that community that will hold us in the face of challenge – whether we want it to or not.

And so this morning, after the service has ended, the Board of Trustees will convene a conversation in which YOU are invited to say what you think, to hear what others think, to learn anew what is needed, to consider what you will do.  Beware, for this morning may mix you up – and that will be all right, and more than all right.

But every conversation, every song, every dance begins with listening, begins in silence.  Take time now, to listen, in silence, to what would be heard.
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Music

And that…is what it’s all about!

