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KEEP ON KEEPIN’ ON
Don Beaudreault

Countryside Church UU

June 10, 2007

OPENING WORDS: “My church will be…”


This is my church. It is composed of people like me. We make it what it is. I want it to be a church that is a lamp to the path of pilgrims, leading them to Goodness, Truth, and Beauty. It will be if I am.


It will make generous gifts to many causes, if I am a generous giver. It will bring other people into its worship and community, if I bring them. It will be friendly, if I am…It will be a church of loyalty and love, of fearlessness and faith, if I who make it what it is am filled with these.


Therefore, I shall dedicate myself to the task of being all of these things I want my church to be.

The Unitarian Church of Scarborough, England

MEDITATION: “My Vision for Our Church”

As we enter the second half-century of the existence of our church may we do so with a sense of wonder and respect for the very fact that we have lived to see the dawning of a new time. And with joy at having discovered the ever-progressive nature of a free religious society, may we as Unitarian Universalists of the next half-century honor the sound traditions of our faith, blending those with relevant present and future practices. Among these I would hope we include:


The foundational truth that as one human family on the only planet we can call home we need to move beyond the strictures of categories of creed, culture, color, class, age, physical ability, education, sexual orientation, emotional status or lifestyle, and embrace the truth that none of us is perfect, that none of us is without need; that each of us can do at least something to “happify” the existence of another and in doing so realize that we enrich ourselves as well.

The exquisite possibility that we as a people of reason and good intent will use our mental capability and our listening heart to help those social causes crying out for rectification: economic injustice, child abuse, gender inequality, the specter of innumerable contagious diseases, famine, the decimation of our natural resources, the burgeoning world population, ignorance and war.


The prospect that we as human beings will begin to communicate with each other in ways beyond superficiality – those ways which now limit us from knowing who we really are. May we learn to truly listen and hear what the other person is trying to say to us; may we move beyond the assumptions that we always have the right answer and the other person is always wrong; may we be strong enough to admit our weakness; and may we feel honored that we have gained some wisdom and desire to share it.


The need to leave behind the age-worn, hierarchical concept that we are a singular species on the planet and that as such we are the ones in charge. May we ever imagine our beautiful blue planet seen from space as it reflects the sun and know that we are not home alone but a part of the interdependent life form with which we share a small space in this infinitesimal existence. In realizing this, may we ever be humbled by the grandeur of it all.


And may we know that at the heart of all these other wishes for the next half-century is the one, which speaks of a bounty of love and prosperity for each and every person and thing on out planet. As we move into further advances in science and technology, may we not lose sight of that which makes us more than merely objective, calculable beings: the human heart, which desires to fill it with people and things for which to be passionate; which seeks deep reasons for being alive in the first place.


These are but some of my wishes for you at this momentous time. Happy new half-century.

Don Beaudreault

SERMON: “Keep On Keepin' On” 


A UU minister colleague-friend of mine, The Reverend Laine Hawxhurst, now retired from the UU Church in Bethlehem, PA was once asked by a Mormon teenage working in a downtown Salt Lake City hotel when we had our Annual UU General Assembly there a few years ago just what the Unitarian Universalist religion was all about. Now this is certainly a fundamental question that members of our wildly diverse and creedless religion at times struggle to answer (I know I do, how about you?) At any rate, searching for a succinct response, the good Reverend replied:


It means I believe in you, and you believe in me, and together we’re going to save the world.


To this, the teen asked, rather incredulously:

Even the boy with the orange hair?

Of course, in response to that question (even if we do not like boys with orange hair, we Unitarian Universalists will sing, shout, whoop and dance “Yes! Even the boy with the orange hair!” 

There is no one hair color we all must use to be a UU! 

Hallelujah!

Hallelujah, there is a community of individuals in the world, small in number though we might be, who do not consciously put up barriers when it comes to declaring “the inherent dignity and worth of every person.”

But if what if there weren’t?


Years ago I remember reading a UU minister’s newsletter article at the time of his church’s annual pledge drive that posed the question: “What would you do if your church were not here?”


Think about this for a moment. What would you do if there was not the option in your life to have a community of like-minded people who gather together to pursue meaning and purpose, to gain emotional support from each other, to be encouraged to do something about the injustices in the world, to be challenged intellectually, to have fun  – a group that has historically inculcated a cornucopia of spiritual and philosophical concepts in a studied effort to gain an ethical perspective on life? 


Even when you might feel uncomfortable with an expressed idea or lifestyle so radically different from your own – what would you do if there were not a Unitarian Universalist Church or Fellowship or Society in your life – or any one else’s? 


What if the movement had never existed? What if all those brave radicals who had refused to adhere to the established beliefs of their time and place had not spoken out and written down their differences of opinion? What if some of them had not died for their beliefs? What if there was now enforced conformity of belief concerning matters spiritual? 


What would you do? Where would you go to express your different point of view?


Obviously, there are other groups that meet some of these needs – a proliferation of social justice organizations, social groups, and special interests groups. 


And there are all those religious and spiritual movements – for instance, some 35,000 Christian groups in the word, all claiming a special connection to the man from Nazareth. And have you noticed all those shades of New Age groups that exist in Sarasota alone? For your information, some well-intentioned person (who does not attend our church) has added our congregation’s website to the New Age listings. For some of you who believe in Divine Will or Divine Intention, maybe we should be included in this; for others, we should not be. At any rate, there is no one way to be a UU.


And I, for one, want to sing and shout and whoop and dance this reality, don’t you? 


“Diversity” is the song we sing, the word we shout, the sound we whoop and the rhythm we dance – not doctrine, not dogma, not creed. 


But where would you go if Unitarian Universalism had never been created? 


Think about it this way: there are less than 200,000 adults in the world who are official members of a UU church; there are around 600,000 others who say they are UU in their beliefs but have not signed the UU membership book and don’t ever go to a UU church. They are UUs in philosophy and action only. Of those 200,000 UU members about 1/3 of them on any given Sunday will be found in a UU pew (or folding chair). So about 70,000 or so go to a UU church on a Sunday. That’s less than 10% of any kind of UU who goes to church on a Sunday.


I guess the others – church going UUs or not – take us for granted that we will always be there when and if they need us. Good thing we do not have to give our annual dues to the UU Association in Boston for those who never go to a UU church. And although I would like all 800,000 who say they are UUs in some way or another to attend church every Sunday, I can’t make them - try though I might. And I do my best at trying!


Still, there are all those others in the world who might easily come over to the UU family – some of whom know that our movement exists, but most of whom I presume do not know that we are in the world. 


Think about this: those 800,000 who say they are UU in some way, shape, or form, represent the 19th largest “religion” in the world (compare this to the 2 billion Christians and the 1.3 billion Muslims). But also compare this to the 4th largest “religion” (or “philosophy”): those who label themselves as “Secular, Non-Religious, and/or Agnostic” – some 850 million of them! Now, those are a lot of potential Unitarian Universalists! And I also must add, despite all the hoopla in the press about the growth of Fundamentalist Christianity that the Humanist movement is growing by leaps and bounds, and is currently at an all-time high number. 


Another group – in fact the one in the number of adherents right before us on the list - the 18th largest group of those who claim “religion” of some form - are the “Neo-Pagans.” There are one million of them in the world – and many of them would be comfortable within the UU community.


So, we UU members and UU contributing friends and UU wanna-be’s have our work cut out for us if we want to do it! The task of at least informing those new UU’s – around 851 million of them – that we exist; something of which they might very well be appreciative. They might even join our ranks some day!


So if those 851 million joined the 800,000 Unitarian Universalists in the world, we would have close to 852 million UUs – making us the fourth largest religion in the world, about 48 million short of the number of Hindus in the world (there are 900 million of them). 


Even if you are not following my rambling calculations – it does not matter, because you certainly realize that our UU movement has the potential to be big – and that is reason enough for all of us to sing “Hallelujah!” – to shout it, whoop it, and dance it as well! 


But of course, we UUs somewhere along the historical line, got the message that it is not politic to try to “convert” others to our faith. We looked at what some religious groups were doing, and decided we should not do that – but rather, just let others come to us. We got so lazy as a movement with this concept that we even failed to be quietly invitational in our approach to those who might really like our UU movement. 


I think that is still somewhat true – just look at ANY UU church budget when it comes to its line item concerning “spreading the word.” The typical Christian Mega-Church these days spends a minimum of 10% of its budget on bringing in members. 


Just the facts.


Here are some more facts, and this is where I want us all to get active – and it does not take a great deal of effort to do this (excuse me if my Fundamentalist Christian roots are showing, but my father was the head of Stewardship and Finance in the church I was raised in – and taught me some things about church growth).


The facts are these. In a survey of 10,000 people who were asked what led them to join a church, their responses added up like this: visitation – 1%; special need – 2%; walk-in – 3%; program – 3%; Sunday school – 5%; Evangelistic Crusade – 5%; minister – 6%; a friend’s or relative’s invitation to church – 75%!


See, so even the publicity wouldn’t be as important as someone inviting another person to church. 


And certainly the preacher’s sermons or good looks are not as important as some preachers might think they are!


Which leads me to ask you: when was the last time (if ever) you invited someone to this church? 


And if not, why not? 


Are you ashamed of who you are? Of what you believe? Of what your church is and what it believes? Is there no one you know who might be interested in the UU movement? Do you really believe that religion and politics should not be talked about with your family and friends? 


Okay, I believe in a form of “evangelism” – that is of “telling the good news.” My evangelism, though, is of the quiet, steady, and assured type. It’s called the “invitation” – not a dramatic call for confession, or an emotional altar call, or a harangue about guilt, or a threat of hellfire and damnation, but a well-intentioned, caring desire to offer the gift of our liberating movement. And who knows if the person might very well be in need of such a gift.


So, how did you come into this UU movement? 

Born into it? That would be about 10% of you.

The rest of us either read about it, or attended a UU wedding or memorial service, or found it as we were making the circuit of various kinds of Sunday morning worship services, or as we were searching the web, or when our therapist suggested it to us, or when were dating someone who was a UU (that’s how I found it), or when we read that an intriguing Forum topic was going to be discussed, or because we were attending a non-UU group that was renting the church facility.

And many of us – if statistics don’t lie – came because someone invited us to a service; or we knew somebody who knew somebody who was a UU – and they seemed like a very interesting person. 

So, go out and spread the word – someone is waiting to hear it and might very well be a Unitarian Universalists without knowing it – yet! And they might never know, unless you tell them!

Go sing it, shout it, whoop it and dance it to them. 

Tell them of the diversity of those who have been UUs: from Albert Schweitzer to Rod Serling; Lydia Pinkham to Horatio Alger; Charles Dickens to Paul Wellstone; Bella Bartok to Margaret Sanger; May Sarton to John Adams; Kurt Vonnegut to Adlai Stevenson; Clara Barton to Stephen King; you; me. 

And you might like to recite the following little reading to them, as well – one written by an anonymous member of the UU Church in Cedar Rapids, Iowa:

I’m a Unitarian Universalist 

Because if this church had a steeple, it would be in the shape of a question mark.

Because here the minister makes me feel like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle instead of an ingredient for a blender.

Because there are people here who are backbones for things like humanitarian relief and justice.

Because the atmosphere isn’t polluted with piety.

Because they leave me alone when I don’t feely “church” because they seem glad to see men when I do feel “churchy.”

Because every “hello” isn’t a preface to a request.

Because when I’m broke, they don’t foreclose on my soul.

Because when I contribute they don’t act surprised.

Because I can laugh out loud in this church.

Because I can cry and people care…gently.

Because sermons here have real questions not rhetorical ones

Because here, at last, I can look forward to Sunday again.

And how else might you share the good news of our movement?

Tell them that orange hair is okay.

CLOSING WORDS: “May we be reminded…”


May we be reminded here of our highest aspirations, and inspired to bring our gifts of love and service to the altar of humanity. May we know once again that we are not isolated beings but connected, in mystery and miracle, to the universe, to this community and to each other.

Anonymous

